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Chapter 1 ~ Shockwave 
Day 1 (March 14, 3630) 


Bert's voice boomed out yet again from the room on her right, "Damn it, Linda, pull harder! 
This effing cable ain't gonna move by itself." 

Linda hated working with Bert. He was the worst kind of male chauvinist. She couldn't 
figure out how it would work genetically, but he had to be a throwback to a time in human 
history at least a thousand years in the past. Maybe longer. Any more comments about "the 
weaker sex" and she'd stuff the cable down his throat. What kind of tech college had he 
graduated from? Or maybe he had a weird family that didn't know the basic facts about human 
beings. Or maybe he belonged to some crazy religious sect. 

Yeah, that was probably it. Nobody mentioned it much, but everybody knew about MOTU. 
The religious bit was just a cover for the real purpose, but if Bert thought he was a Master of the 
Universe, he had an ego the size of a large blimp. So large, in fact, that if somebody stuck a knife 
in it and all the hot air rushed out, the resulting blast would be big enough to level a small city. 

Then again, maybe the sick bastard thought he could get away with hassling her because he 
was physically bigger. And maybe he seemed worse than he was because she didn't know any 
other guys like him. Linda shook her head. No, the asshole was just as bad as he seemed. 

She tightened her grip on the cable puller until the sweat from her palms made the insides of 
her gloves slippery. With every ounce of her strength, she yanked on the heavy cable protruding 
from a metal pipe at the top of the wall in front of her. The cable should have slid out easily; 
she'd greased it herself. But it wouldn't budge. 

After another couple of hard pulls, Linda knew there was something was wrong. Power 
cables had been installed, with far less effort, on other floors in this new building. She soft- 
footed across the subfloor to the doorway leading into the room where Bert and his workmate 
were supposed to be feeding the cable into the pipe. 

Yes, something was definitely wrong. Bert stood on the cable with both feet, pinning it to 
the floor just before it fed into the metal pipe that ran up the wall and across the ceiling into the 
room next door. "Pull woman, pull!" Bert shouted, as Jack held his sides and laughed. Bert 
snickered and said to Jack, "Let's see if we can make her pass out." He threw his head back and 
shouted, "Pull, Linda, pull!" 

For a few seconds, Linda listened to the two men giggle like schoolgirls at recess. Then she 
slipped out into the hall. Downstairs in the food court, she got a fresh cup of coffee, sat at a table, 
and read the news on the tabletop’s computer interface for a good five minutes before slowly 
wandering back upstairs to the room where she'd been working. 

Bert was still shouting between pauses for laughter. Linda shrugged and walked over to the 
cable. So far, the crew hadn't used the powered cable tugger machine on this job, but now 
seemed like a good time to see if it worked. She hooked the cable puller's handles to the tugger 
machine, flicked the "on" switch and the cable tugger instantly started yanking the cable through 
the metal tube. The sudden force of the pull caught Bert off guard, for she heard the thud as he 
hit the floor. Then a spate of shouted curses. 

Fifteen seconds later, Bert, red-faced and rubbing his ass, stormed into the room where 
Linda stood. He yelled, "What the hell was that? You damn near killed me, woman! I never gave 
you permission to use the power tugger. What were you thinking? I could have been hurt." 

Face serene, voice calm, Linda replied, "My coffee was cold, and I decided to speed things 


up a bit so that I could go get a fresh cup." 

Bert continued yelling at Linda, while she sipped coffee. After a couple of minutes, she 
broke into his rant. "Look, asshole, we both get paid the same wage because we're equals here, so 
I don't need your permission for anything. And don't, for one second, ever think I'm your bitch 
and that you can push me around!" 

Jack, hovering in the doorway, safely outside the war zone, listened to Linda shut Bert down 
and decided maybe she was right about his buddy being an asshole. After all, it was true that she 
was their equal in training and experience. And she'd always been reasonable to work with. 
Besides, under the hard hat, the overalls, and the tool belt, she was one gorgeous little hunk of 
woman. Long, shiny black hair in a braid, brown eyes, light brown skin. Of course, most people 
had black hair and brown eyes, but on her they just looked better. 

They'd been stupid to keep pissing her off, Jack thought. Oh, sure, it had sounded kind of 
cool when Bert talked about MOTU, and how great it would be when men had taken over 
running planet New Eden, but shit, did he want that kind of responsibility? Nah, there were 
better things to do than run around telling other people what to do. Anyway, he'd always figured 
the planet belonged to everybody. 

To Linda's surprise, Bert quit yelling. He said, "Okay, let's take a break and all of us go have 
coffee." The look on his face said he was hoping to make up for his foolishness without being 
forced to admit he owned it. Or maybe she was being too kind. He probably just wanted a 
breather while he thought up some new way of hassling her. 


x 


The day wore on with the usual routines, broken occasionally by different trades talking 
about how they could get the job done faster, or bitching about the management. Near the end of 
the day, Linda was faced with the job she hated most. 

It meant crawling into the cramped space under the floor, where she had to connect the 
power cable terminals to activate them. It was a rotten job, but she was the only one slim and 
agile enough to crawl through the tunnels to get it done. Most of the men were just too round in 
the belly to fit. The few who could have done it somehow always managed to disappear when the 
time came. 

Linda geared up for the dangerous tunnel crawl, which required specialized equipment. She 
had to wear insulated clothing covered with armor that looked like chain mail. This was 
grounded to particular points in the crawl space to prevent her being electrocuted. The body suit 
added a good seventy pounds of weight to Linda's small frame, but she refused to complain. 

The other electricians warned her of the hazards, as they always did, and told her to be safe. 
Even Bert and Jack seemed serious about the warnings. With her head camera active and her 
ground points established, Linda began the fifteen-minute slow crawl to the power couplers. 
Twenty feet in, her knee hit something so sharp she could feel it through all the layers of 
clothing, and she swore at the careless dumb bastard who had dropped what could have been a 
nail or a screw, or even a piece of bent metal. She crawled another three feet and hit something 
else with her hand. 

A shock blazed through her body and turned the world to silent blackness. 


x 


Linda slowly regained consciousness. At first, she was aware only of pain. Her head 
pounded. Her skin hurt. Her body felt like it was half-naked, as though her clothing had been 
blown away. There were no sounds to tell her what might be happening. Where was the rest of 
the crew? Then she realized she was in the tunnel. For a moment, panic swamped her. Why 
weren't the guys helping her get out of here? 

The pain grew sharper, spurring her brain into the realization that she had to do something. 
Get out of the tunnel, for a start. 

She began inching backward, sweat pouring off her face onto her arms, a salty stinging that 
had her cursing between gasps for breath. She had no doubt now that she was half-naked. Her 
clothes were in tatters and shreds were being torn off every time she heaved her body backward. 

It seemed to take an eternity before she was close enough to the entrance to catch a faint 
glimmer of natural light. Yet, when she eased out onto the subfloor and looked at her wrist 
computer, it showed that only half an hour had passed since she started into the tunnel. 

Incredibly, she was met by silence. Where were Bert and Jack? Where were the others? 

Linda tried to pull her clothing and overalls around her but that made her skin hurt even 
worse. To hell with it! The guys had surely all seen naked women before and, if not, they were in 
for a treat. She stood up, the pain flooding her eyes with tears, and the tattered remains of her 
overalls dropped to the floor. 

After she blinked the tears out of her eyes, what she saw left her stunned. 

They were all dead. Or unconscious. Bert and Jack and the rest of the crew were sprawled 
on the floor, lying as though they'd been flung there. An explosion? There was no sign of blood, 
though, and the building interior looked intact. 

She hadn't heard an explosion. Could they have been electrocuted? No, that was impossible. 
But she knew that's what had happened to her. 

There was only one thing she could do. Call for help. She managed to activate the phone 
function on her wrist computer, wincing when burned skin met cold, smooth metal. The signal 
went on and on and on, but no one answered. 

Linda shut it off. She'd have to go out on the street and flag somebody down. The city must 
have suffered a major disaster if the emergency services were too busy to respond to her. She 
limped down the stairs and into the food court, on the way to the street entrance. A wave of 
dizziness hit, and she passed out again. 

When she came to, the lights in the food court were on and it was dark outside. She must 
have been unconscious for hours. She staggered through the door to the street and noted that, 
while the streetlights were working okay, nothing was moving. No traffic. All the people on the 
street lay motionless. 

Linda blinked, rubbed her eyes, and winced with pain. But the scene didn't change. There 
was simply no movement anywhere. All around her were tall buildings with every floor lit up. 
But no movement. 

Was she dreaming? What kind of disaster could have happened to do all this? She took a 
step or two and touched the corner of the building she'd just left. The concrete felt rough and real 
under her fingers. And she was breathing; she knew that because every breath pushed her skin 
painfully against the tatters of clothing still hanging from her shoulders. She could move. So it 
wasn't a dream; the pain was too real. 

But why was no one else moving? 

The nearest hospital was only three blocks away. She'd go there, get patched up, find out 
what was going on. And then go home, where Barky would be waiting for her. The springer 


spaniel might get anxious and start barking if she didn't get there soon. When she'd gotten him, a 
tiny golden puppy with ears nearly as long as his body, she'd intended to call him Barney. But 
he'd barked so much those first few months that Barney had morphed into Barky. Too late to 
change his name now. 

It took half an hour to walk those three blocks, the breeze cold on her bare legs and arms. 
Her underwear was in tatters, too, but at least the elastic was holding. Not that it mattered a hell 
of a lot, with nobody awake to see her. 

The double glass doors of Emergency swung open as she approached and greeted her with a 
blast of warm disinfectant-scented air. 

The odor instantly swept her back four years to the day she'd been in this hospital giving 
birth to Jimmy. Her baby, her little boy. Except he'd only lived a few hours. Tears welled in her 
eyes and slid over her burning skin. She angrily blinked them away. Nothing would bring Jimmy 
back, not tears, not regret, not anger at fate. 

Questions about it still nagged at times. She wouldn't have been in the hospital if her 
midwife hadn't gotten into an accident on the way to her apartment. There'd been no time to get 
another, and she'd rushed to this hospital. Maybe she'd rushed too fast and hurt the baby 
somehow? But she'd been told by every medic she talked to that Jimmy had suffered SIDS, or 
crib death, and that there was nothing she could have done. 

The father hadn't been there to comfort her, either; he'd bailed as soon as he found out she 
was pregnant. 

"Why'd you let that happen?" he demanded. "I don't want kids." 

"I could ask you the same question," she retorted. "This baby is part of you, your flesh and 
blood. Doesn't that mean anything to you?" 

"I don't give a good goddamn. You're on your own with this problem." 

He'd finished throwing his stuff into a bag and stalked out, six months after they'd started 
dating, just when she was beginning to think they cared enough for each other to consider a 
permanent relationship. Just when she thought she was going to finally get the family she'd 
always wanted. She had no siblings, just a few distant cousins she didn't like and rarely saw. 
Both her parents had died in a fire when she was ten. 

Linda forced the memory back into her subconscious and stared around her in dismay. The 
receptionist lay sprawled across her desk. The people who'd been sitting, waiting for attention, 
had all slid out of their chairs and were slumped in awkward heaps on the floor. Linda walked 
through into the medical area, dreading the scene she was positive would meet her gaze. 

And sure enough, she was right. Nobody moved. Silence. A nurse sprawled on the floor, her 
tray of needles and medicines scattered around her. Beyond her was another white-coated 
woman, a clipboard resting only inches from her limp fingers. Still figures huddled under sheets 
in almost every bed. 

Linda swayed, waves of nausea sweeping through her. She staggered to the nearest empty 
bed, crawled under the sheet, and passed out. 


Day 2 
Linda opened her eyes, squinting against the glare of bright overhead lights. Shutting her eyes 
again, she decided she must have forgotten to switch the lights off when she came home. She 
reached out to touch Barky where he usually slept beside her, but he wasn't there. Then the smell 
made her realize where she was, bringing back memories of holding Jimmy in her arms as he 
drew his last breath. She shoved that thought away and pressed the attention button for a nurse. 


No response. And again, and again, but no response. 

Linda came fully awake and remembered the electrical shock hitting her, blasting her 
clothes away, how she'd come to be here. She slowly hoisted her body off the bed, wincing in 
pain, her legs wobbly. She glanced down at her tattered bra and panties, then wrapped the bed 
sheet around her. She needed to go look for answers. And she absolutely had to get home before 
Barky peed all over the apartment. Surely she'd find somebody, somewhere, in a hospital. 
Especially a hospital. 

What she saw as she walked the corridors of the medical facility was unbelievable. People in 
every room, on every floor, but they all appeared to be asleep, or unconscious. Or dead. It was as 
if the world around her had, suddenly and without warning, stopped, and people everywhere had 
simply dropped where they were. What kind of catastrophe could have caused that? And what 
was happening to their animals? They must have animals. Almost everybody did. 

Linda glanced at a mirror in the cafeteria. She almost didn’t recognize herself. While her 
burned skin was being quickly repaired by the medical advancements now installed in every 
human body, the contrast between the burned and unburned areas was clearly visible. Most 
shocking were the random bald patches on her head. Well, her hair would grow back, but it 
would take time. A lot of time. 

Linda turned away from the mirror in disgust. She looked like a scarecrow, even wrapped in 
a pristine white sheet. Which wouldn't pass as acceptable clothing anywhere else in the city. 

After a long search, she found a laundry room with stacks of sheets piled up, and nurses' 
uniforms hanging on a rack. She eased into pale pink slacks and a short-sleeved top, abandoning 
the sheet on the floor. 

Finally, giving up on the hospital, she made her way outside. There, she saw exactly the 
same sights as had greeted her inside the hospital; people in unconscious states littered the 
walkways everywhere. Beside one of them lay an unconscious dog. Biting her bottom lip to 
distract herself from the pain, she stumbled back and forth, trying to get responses from people. 
Their bodies were warm and once or twice she thought she detected a pulse, but maybe not. 

No one moved. No one responded. After a while, she realized that all the people she'd 
looked at had greenish blobs on the backs of their necks. The dog did, too. What the hell was that 
all about? 

Did that mean Barky was asleep, too? With a green blob on his neck? But why? 

Shaken, Linda found a computer terminal. Searching for information, any information, she 
queried the automated network. Though the system was active and obviously working, only the 
base server's artificial operator answered. No humans anywhere responded. 

With growing frustration and now fear setting in, Linda began to feel panic. She stared 
around again, hoping against hope that she was not the only human awake. Then she noticed the 
sky. It was pitch black. Blacker than any sky she'd ever seen, for there were no stars, and no 
moon. Linda looked at a digital sign high on the side of a building. 

Temperature: 76 F. Humidity: 62. 

And it was eight o'clock in the morning. 


Chapter 2 ~ Tegra-Duran 
Day 1 


On planet Crest, Tegra-Duran sat in his office, overlooking the main floor of the laboratory 
where a team of scientists worked under his leadership on space travel development. He stopped 
reading the latest reports for a moment to glance at his appointment diary and, not for the first 
time, marveled at how quickly time sped by when he was having fun. Two days from now he'd 
have to return to New Eden, where he'd been prime minister for more years than he cared to 
remember. 

But he liked being prime minister and had no intention of giving up that job as long as the 
people went on re-electing him. His wife, Gerdra, sometimes accused him of having politics 
instead of blood in his veins. Tegra smiled. It would be good to be with her again for a few 
weeks. And no doubt his assistant, Lonie, was being her usual efficient self, but there were 
always a few problems that only he could solve. He must make sure to solve them with plenty of 
fanfare; the next election was due to be held in 3631, only a year away. 

"Sir, I can't raise any response from New Eden." His young male secretary, thin and 
scholarly, looked more worried than usual. 

Tegra-Duran leaned back in his chair and raised his thick, dark eyebrows. "Oh, Nigel, come 
now! An entire planet, with several million people, and nobody is responding? There must be 
something wrong with the communications system." 

Nigel shook his head. "No, sir. The system is working. I was able to speak to our office on 
Mars, and vice versa, with no problem." 

"Impossible!" Tegra-Duran rose. "Let me do it." 

Half an hour later, he was back at his desk, shaking his head in frustration. "This is 
unbelievable. Keep trying, Nigel, and if you still can't get a response by the end of the day, we'll 
have to send someone to investigate." Gerdra would be upset if he didn't confirm the time of his 
arrival. She liked to welcome him home with his favorite meal, one of the steak pies she made so 
well. 


Day 3 

Twenty-four hours had gone by, and there was still no response from New Eden. "I'd better 
go have a look," Tegra-Duran said, pacing the confines of his office. 

"Sir, that's not advisable,” Nigel said. "We don't know what's happened and it could be 
dangerous. Your life must not be risked, sir. I'll go, if you like." 

Tegra-Duran scowled. What was a little danger? He'd seen plenty of it in the past. But Nigel 
was right. Tegra had many responsibilities that he couldn't easily pass over to others. Maybe he'd 
better start shucking a few of them. Free up his life a little. 

"Go, Nigel. Report back asap." 

‘Asap’ turned out to be the next day, when Tegra-Duran had intended returning to New Eden 
himself. And his assistant came back white-faced. 

"Sir, New Eden is entirely surrounded by black spheres. They aren't very big, but there are 
thousands and thousands of them. It doesn't look as if any sunlight at all is getting through to the 
planet." 

That news hit him like a punch to the gut. "How close did you go?" 

"To the old world ship, sir. Its orbit around New Eden doesn't appear to have been affected." 


"I take it that the monitors were still working? Still in good condition?" The world ship was 
a hollow black planet with advanced but strange technology. And, because everyone lived inside 
the hollow planet, not on the surface, it was impossible to see what was happening outside unless 
viewed through monitors connected to external cameras. 

"Yes, sir. They appear to be in perfect working order." 

"Thank you, Nigel. Go rest. I need to think about this situation." Tegra-Duran placed his 
elbows on his desk and his head in his hands. 

He knew why the black spheres had come to New Eden. He'd lived through part of the 
reason and had heard the rest of the story from the Prime Taskoid, that repository of all human 
history. Nearly a thousand years had passed since the first black sphere arrived in the sky above 
New Eden, and Tegra realized he'd let himself begin to hope that nothing more would ever be 
heard of the spheres. 

He mentally reviewed the history. A million years in the past, the alien Grays had sent a fast 
ship, with a group of their highly advanced engineered hominids, to Galactic Central, with orders 
to find god, carry out experiments, and return to the Grays with the information. The humans 
returned to Earth in the 1700s, bringing back a sample of the black mass they'd found at the 
center of the galaxy. They reported that a small black mass, in the shape of a sphere, had 
detached itself from the main mass and was pursuing at a slower speed. 

The Grays, like humans, had a superstitious fascination with finding a creator. But, when the 
god sphere eventually arrived in the solar system, humanity paid the price for the Grays' 
curiosity. 

Tegra-Duran hadn't known how to fight a god. And some of his people, terrified into 
reverting to the superstitions of old religions, didn't want him to fight. The Taskoids, super- 
intelligent robots, and the First Ones of Earth offered to help combat the god, but Tegra wanted 
to first try negotiating. He would offer to return the god fragment, which the Grays had taken in 
the first place. Surely the god sphere would be reasonable. 

When the black sphere arrived in the skies above New Eden, it proved to be anything but 
reasonable. It promised endless punishment and tore at the planet with lightening, floods, and 
volcanic eruptions, killing many people. Tegra had to gamble that using a time-lock on the 
sphere would work. 

The First Ones and the Prime rose into space to do battle with the being. Charger R/T, who 
by then had the powers of a god himself, escaped from the time-lock where he'd been 
incarcerated, and also attacked the black sphere god. They both ended up in the time-lock, where 
they were undoubtedly still at each other's throats. 

Tegra-Duran had commissioned a great statue to be built in the center of the capital city of 
Eur. No one now alive, save himself, knew that deep beneath its foundation the time-lock device 
had been secured and buried. 

Tegra raised his head and stared sightlessly at a wall. That had all happened nine hundred 
and ninety years ago, in 2640. And now, thousands of the black sphere's brothers had arrived, 
obviously in response to the original sphere's disappearance. 

Was their purpose revenge? Or perhaps all they wanted was to free the first sphere if they 
could find it. But his past experience warned him that some kind of violent revenge was probably 
their prime motive. 

Tegra stopped theorizing and allowed his most urgent feelings to rise to the surface. What 
had happened to his people? Was Gerdra all right? And his son, Jeff? Were they all dead? If not, 
why weren't they communicating? 


Enough speculation! He had to act. He'd send a team of investigators to New Eden, 
accompanied by one of the small Tasker robots, which could survive almost any disaster that 
would destroy humans. 


Chapter 3 ~ Seeking Help 
Day 2 


Linda looked again at the clock on the building wall. It now told her that one minute had 
passed and the time was 8.02 a.m. She shook her head in bewilderment. The sun should be 
shining, but it wasn't. Streetlights gave the city a warm inviting glow, but that did nothing to 
reduce her confusion. What could have gone wrong? Technology had advanced so much that 
people no longer suffered random inconveniences from ancient and unstable city infrastructures. 
The buildings and streets of New Eden's modern cities were safely powered from inexhaustible 
and efficient thorium plants. Automobiles, trucks, trains, or planes no longer existed, for the 
blink system provided the perfect answer to all of humanity's travel and transport needs. 

The system was a technological triumph, requiring a massive system of orbital satellites, 
quantum computers and devices surgically attached to every adult human around the globe. Each 
device, numbered and cataloged, was integrated into a global network of systems and subsystems 
which any individual could access virtually. This allowed a traveler to pick a destination and 
activate the transport, or the blink, which would remove him from his present location, and then 
reassemble him instantly, molecule by molecule, at the desired destination, all in a "blink." 

It was similar, in a way, to the 20th century telephone system. But that now proved to be a 
major problem for Linda, because the blink relied on someone somewhere being able to connect 
the circuits to and from destination points. Like the old phones, you needed someone on the other 
end to "pick-up" and answer. And apparently, no one anywhere was awake. She tried to use her 
internal blink technology, but it would not connect to any other point. It must have been 
damaged by the shock she'd suffered, which was frustrating because it meant she had to walk 
wherever she wanted to go. 

Where she most wanted to go was home to her apartment and her dog. But that was forty 
miles from the city center, and she didn't think she could walk so far. People just didn't walk 
anymore. And, if she were the only human awake, she needed to find some way to help 
everyone. She crossed her fingers that Barky was asleep, like the people and their animals lying 
everywhere on the street. 

For the better part of the day, Linda wandered through the city. First, she went into a trendy 
retro clothing store and ditched her nurse's uniform in favor of jeans and shirts. Sure, some might 
call it stealing, but she'd come back and settle up when this situation was resolved. In the 
meantime, clothing was essential and her apartment so far away that walking there could be 
impossible. 

She found vending machines that gave her coffee and snacks. More important, she found a 
store that provided her with a new wrist computer, since the circuits on the old one had 
apparently been fried. It was almost exciting, wandering into expensive stores to look at clothing 
and jewelry. In one place, she even took a pair of fancy earrings that might look good on her 
when her skin had completely healed. 

Finally, Linda decided to find out if her internal blink system was still on the fritz. To her 
surprise, the automated internal sentient networks operator responded. "What is your query?" 

Some of the circuits must have managed to reconnect. "Hey, just a question, but is this event 
happening world-wide?" 

"Unable to respond to this query. The parameters of the question are too vague. Please be 
more specific,” the operator answered. 


"Is everyone everywhere sleeping?" Linda asked. 

"Unable to respond to this query. The parameters of the question are too vague. Please be 
more specific," the operator replied. 

Frustrated, Linda stood still and tried again. "Here, this guy on the ground in front of me, is 
he sleeping?" On the sidewalk lay a man who looked a lot like Bert. He was covered in a thin 
film of a clear water-like substance. 

"Unable to respond to this query. The parameters of the question are too vague. Please be 
more specific,” the operator's mechanical voice said again. 

Linda blew out a breath of frustration. The system must still be dysfunctional. Well, all she 
could do was try again. She knelt down and prodded at the man's body. "See this guy I’m poking, 
is he asleep?" 

"No," the operator replied. 

The system was working after all! "Then why doesn't he move when I kick him in the ribs?" 
The man looked so much like Bert that she couldn't resist. 

"Unable to respond to this query. The question's parameters are too vague. Please be more 
specific." 

"Look, this is getting old real fast! If he's not sleeping, then what is he doing?" Linda 
snapped. 

"That line of enquiry is beyond this unit's ability to comprehend. Would you like to speak to 
a medical unit?" the operator asked. 

"Well, that likely would be useless. If everyone is asleep, including the medical units, trying 
to connect me would not be really helpful," Linda growled. 

"Unable to respond to this query. The question's parameters are too vague. Please be more 
specific,” the operator responded. 

In the action of kicking the Bert look-alike in the ribs, Linda noticed the green blob on the 
back of his neck. Further exploration confirmed that every sleeping human's neck had a green 
blob on it. She was fascinated, though the blobs were disgusting to look at. She poked and 
prodded at them with her fingers and anything else she could find, even a plastic popsicle stick 
she'd picked up. 

"What if these green blobs are keeping the people asleep? If I cut one off, will the person 
wake up? Or die?" But no matter how many times she asked these questions of the link in her 
system, it always responded, "Unable to respond to this query. The question's parameters are too 
vague. Please be more specific." 

The unemotional, repetitive responses were driving Linda crazy, as well as the fact that she 
couldn't be sure whether her blink system was operating as it should. 

"Operator, can you blink me home?" 

"Unable to respond to this query. The question's parameters are too vague. Please be more 
specific." 

"End transmission," Linda said sharply, disconnecting the operator. She found the action 
quite satisfying, the same as people way back in history must have felt when they slammed a 
phone down in somebody's ear. 


Day 3 
The internal blink system had several program functions that made life easier to manage. 
Linda could ask it to recall things like phone numbers and dates, and the program would virtually 
display them on a clear screen hovering before her eyes. The commands could be chosen and 


activated verbally or by eye movement. Today, Linda decided it might be helpful to use her blink 
system's diary function to keep a record of all her new wild and weird experiences. If it wouldn't 
blink her home, maybe at least the diary would work. And it did, the screen appearing as it 
should. 

"Diary, it appears that I am the only human awake. I've searched many locations and in 
every one of them, all the people are apparently sleeping." Linda approached a vending machine 
and requested a coffee, double sugar, triple cream. She might as well indulge herself, and there 
was no doubt she needed the extra energy. Food from machines wasn't always that wonderful. 

"I will try to make my way to the government offices, but that's on the opposite side of the 
city, so I'm guessing it'll take a day's walk to get there. End diary." 


Day 5 

Linda activated her blink system's recording function and said, "Diary, I had no luck at the 
government offices yesterday. Everyone there is asleep, too. Today I'm off to find the command 
and control center of our military. Hopefully they will have done better at fending off whatever 
happened to everybody else and can explain to me what is going on." 

Her feet were now sore and blistered, her legs tired. The blink system was a wonderful 
invention, but it had made long-distance walking obsolete. That is, when it was working. She'd 
tried that again twice today and still no luck. "End diary," she said. 

She found a mall complex that boasted three shoe stores. Hoping to find something 
comfortable, she began trying on more shoes. She'd find a drug store, too, and get some small 
bandages for her blisters. 


Day 6 

Linda was beginning to feel stressed, almost on the edge of panic. "Diary, I'm stuck at the 
gates of the military base. No one is awake to answer my questions and there's no response from 
the communications terminal." Was she really and truly the last woman alive on this planet? 

"I must admit, I'm feeling a bit lost. I'm not sure how to proceed or who to try to track down 
next. There seems to be only one other option, to walk all the way back to the other side of this 
city and check the university campus. And I'm beginning to feel really discouraged, like there's 
probably no point in doing that. But I'll keep trying. What else can I do? End diary.” 


Day 8 

Exhaustion dogged her, but Linda opened the diary to make her report. "Well, that took a lot 
longer than it should have, but my blisters have started to bleed, and walking is painful with 
every step I take. The useless bandages wore off in no time." Linda sat on a park bench at the 
university campus, rubbing her sore feet. 

"This perpetual night is playing havoc with my ability to sleep, too. In the drug store that I 
found day before yesterday, I stole some sleeping pills. I'm becoming an efficient little thief. I 
never knew I'd be any good at this!" Linda laughed aloud at the thought of her petty crime spree. 
The worst of the situation was that she had no one to laugh with her. "The sleeping pills haven't 
helped all that much, and they make me feel groggy. I don't know; maybe I should quit taking 
them. If only I could find someone to talk to! I want to go home and talk to Barky, tangle my 
hands in his lovely soft fur. But the damned operator still won't take me there. End diary." 


Day 12 

By now Linda felt as though there was no hope at all. "Diary, it certainly does appear that I 
am the only woman left alive and functioning on this world, or at least in this city. The operator 
has not been able to connect me to any of the numbers I've asked for, anywhere in the world, 
never mind this city." 

Linda took a deep breath and swallowed the tears that threatened to overflow. She could 
start walking toward her home, but she'd seen so many dogs asleep on the street beside their 
owners that she was quite sure now that Barky would be sleeping like the rest of them. That 
meant he'd be safe. For now. 

"The logical conclusion is that the fate of all humanity now rests on my shoulders. Which 
scares the hell out of me! But if I am the only one awake, then I'm the only one able to do 
something about the situation. And I must try. It would help a lot if I knew what this situation is 
actually all about, though. Then maybe I'd know what to do. End diary." Linda picked up another 
new pair of shoes she'd found in a small exclusive shop and trudged on. 


Day 20 

Linda was excited. "Diary, I think I found someone else alive and awake, but when I noticed 
movement out of the corner of my eye, the person ran away. End diary." 

Linda ran down the small, dark, narrow street chasing the being darting just ahead of her and 
calling out when she could catch enough breath. She was gasping for air, not being used to 
running. No matter how hard she tried, the person racing ahead around all the twists in the dark 
street didn't respond or even slow down. 

She had no idea she was chasing shadows. The darkness and loneliness were beginning to 
take their toll. 


Day 30 

Her energy had been sapped to sheer exhaustion. Linda said, "Diary, sorry for the big gap in 
reporting, but I've had very little energy lately. It seems pointless to even bother making a record 
of what I'm doing. There's no one left awake but me, and I have no idea what to do." 

Linda stood still, staring down at her feet, admiring the new pair of running shoes she had 
found the day before. "Okay, this time I have a new idea, something I haven't tried before. I will 
report later on my success or failure. End diary." 

She paused, then said, "Operator, I want to try a new ploy." 

"Unable to respond to this query. The question's parameters are too vague. Please be more 
specific," the voice of the network system responded, as usual. 

"Call every number, starting with the first number, in the world network system and connect 
me if someone answers. If no one answers, move on to the next until a connection is made. Is 
that clear?" 

"Understood, starting system dialing." 

It was a good plan, Linda thought. She sat down on a park bench, beneath the eerie yellow 
glow of a streetlight, and waited patiently for the first connection to be made. While she waited, 
she decided to remove the password from her internal blink system. It would mean a few less 
buttons to push to get to the operator and, besides, if no one else was awake, there'd be no danger 
of anyone accessing and reading her personal information. 

After a couple of days of no responses, she thought of something else she wanted to do. A 
beauty salon was nearby and inside were many pairs of scissors. She hacked off most of her long 


black hair. Keeping it short and letting it fall in whatever direction it wanted to go might cover 
up the bald patches on her skull where the electric shock had burned off patches of hair. 


Day 34 

After a long sigh, Linda sipped from a cup of cold coffee. "Diary, we called every known 
number in every known place on the planet. Not one connection." 

She was unaware that the coffee had gone cold, and had now become almost oblivious to the 
dark, silent surroundings. During the operator's task, which had taken four days, Linda had 
wandered far out of the city. She sat on a bench in a tiny shopping area beside a tourist resort. 
There was no light save for the small illumination rod she held in her hand. 

"I guess there's nothing more I can do then. I'm either dead and don't know it, or the ruler of 
a dead world. I figure it will maybe be another five- or six-day walk from here to the nearest city. 
I might as well go there. End diary." 


Day 45 

Being alone in silence among so many unconscious minds was making Linda a little crazy. 
People lay everywhere, but she couldn't talk to them. Well, she could talk to them all right, but 
they never answered her. They never offered any feedback to her questions. They never offered 
anything, even a glance. They just lay there. 

But things were looking up. She had a new companion. In the last city, she had found a 
bicycle in a small museum. The bicycle was pink, with sparkly tassels hanging from the hand 
grips on the handlebars. Every now and then she'd give the small bell a ring, taking the musical 
tinkling as a response to her comments and questions. 

As she rode along, being extra careful because it was impossible to see dips or bumps in the 
road, she said, "You know, it's just stupid to believe that a donkey could talk, or a snake, or a 
burning bush, or that a tree could produce smart fruit. But people once believed that all those 
things were possible, and what's more, that they had actually happened." 

The bicycle's bell rang in agreement. 

It had taken her the better part of a day to learn how to ride the bike, and she was quite 
proud of that accomplishment. "I know you understand what I'm saying. I can hear it in the way 
your bell rings." Linda dismounted and slowly pushed her companion along the road. One of the 
tires had gone flat. "Won't be long now. I'm sure we can find a tire repair place somewhere 
ahead." 

Hanging from the bike were bags containing a variety of useless things she'd taken a fancy 
to. Behind the bike, she'd attached a little yellow trailer, also filled with assorted oddities. She 
had become so used to the perpetual darkness that she couldn't remember what daylight was like. 
In fact, she couldn't remember much about life in the past. 

A face loomed out of the deep shadows between two houses. There'd been a lot of faces 
lately. Linda snapped, "I told you before to shut the hell up and go away! Just leave me alone." 

"Unable to respond to this query. The parameters of the question are too vague. Please be 
more specific," the operator in her blink system said. 

Linda ignored the operator and walked on, continuing to search for a place to get her bike's 
tire fixed. "You know, I just realized something," she said. "We haven't seen one single human 
for probably forty days now, or nights. If it is night. This darkness is really confusing sometimes. 
Except for those faces, of course. I don't know where they come from." Nor had she been able to 
catch one. 


The road she walked was illuminated solely by the small lights she had attached to her bike 
and trailer. She was on her way to the next town or city, somewhere in the distance. It didn't 
matter anymore exactly where. 

A few miles farther on, Linda asked for the umpteenth time, "Want to see me do my trick 
again?" Her bike's bell rang out in excitement. 

"ITcan always count on you, Bella. You never seem to get sick of my magic." Linda stopped 
and issued a firm command. "Operator, a drink, if you please." 

There on the road, just steps ahead of her, appeared a bottle of water, a task the operator had 
been programmed to do as a parlor trick by some programmer in the distant past. The blink 
system provided a bottle of fresh water every time she asked. 

Then a new thought hit her. She asked, "Hey, operator, can you blink me and Bella to where 
the bottled water comes from?" 

"Connecting now." This was the first time the operator had said something new in a long 
time. Did that mean that all the circuits in her internal system were functioning again? 

Linda clung tightly to Bella's handlebars and suddenly she was blinked to the grounds of the 
Puretime water-bottling plant in New Springfield, a large facility high in the Pantene mountains, 
a place of lush green fields and spring waters. 


Day 46 

The blinding pain took most of the day to pass. The bottled water plant in New Springfield 
was the only place that a gap existed in the spheres’ encirclement of the planet. The brightness of 
the sun was so intense it felt like a wall of fire. Linda had first been stunned and confused, then 
she cowered on the ground, cursing and writhing, as her eyes gradually became used to the bright 
light. 

"Operator, where am I?" Linda asked, as she shielded her eyes and squinted carefully at the 
building and the green hills and streams around her. 

"The Puretime water-bottling plant in New Springfield, Pantene mountains, connect number, 
1-874-347-9918-02." The operator's voice was, as always, cold, clear, and concise. 

"Hey! Wait a minute," Linda said. "If you could connect me with this site today, why 
couldn't you do it when I asked you to call every number in the book?" 

"You requested a response," the operator said. "There is no one here to respond." 

Linda thought about that for a minute. "You mean there are no humans on site?" 

"That is correct," said the operator. 

So, the plant must be fully automated, which meant she would find no sleeping humans 
sprawled at the controls. Or anywhere. She ditched that thought before it took her back to 
despair. 

Nearby lay Bella, Linda's small pink bike. The contents of the bags it carried were scattered 
all around and the small trailer, though still connected, had overturned. Slowly Linda rose from 
the ground and, in spite of the pain she was still suffering, gratefully held her hands out to the 
warmth of a sun she had not seen in what felt like an eternity. 

As her vision cleared, there standing before her, was Bert. 


Chapter 4 ~ Tegra-Duran 


Tegra-Duran's wrist computer beeped twice and a visual of Tasker 42F appeared on the 
screen. 

"Receiving," Tegra said. "Where are you?" 

"We are on the world ship. I have a preliminary report." 

Tegra activated the recording function. "Please proceed." 

"I have been able to access the communications network used by the black spheres. They 
appear to be concentrating on scanning the minds of all the millions of sleeping humans on New 
Eden." 

"Sleeping? So they're not dead?" 

"No, they are merely unconscious." 

Tegra blew out a long breath of relief. If people were just sleeping, there was hope. "Why 
are the spheres scanning human minds?" 

"They seek knowledge of their brother, who they believe was made to disappear by humans 
a thousand years ago. These spheres are apparently a very advanced species and make many 
complaints about the slow brains of humans and how long it is taking to get any useful 
information." 

It would take a very long time, Tegra thought, since he was the only human who knew what 
had happened. And, since they did not know where he was, it might well take them forever. But 
how long could the sleeping humans survive? He was sure that normal physical processes 
couldn't be suspended indefinitely. 

Tasker 42F continued. "That is all the information I've been able to obtain by scanning the 
communications network. We are now going to blink to New Eden and seek further facts. Tasker 
42F out." 

Tegra-Duran sat back in his chair and rubbed a hand across his forehead. The Prime Taskoid 
had told him, all those many years ago, that the black spheres emanated from the god mass at the 
center of the Milky Way Galaxy. Each sphere was simply a part of the god mass, like a single 
cell of a giant body. The being was as old as time, the Prime had said, a strange note of awe in its 
mechanical voice, the single member of an ancient race formed early in the evolution of the 
universe, with not a hive mind but a single mind. 

A very powerful mind, Tegra thought, fear making him short of breath and causing his heart 
to lurch. 


x 


Three days later, Tegra-Duran received another report from Tasker 42F. 

"I have more information regarding the sleeping humans. A thin, transparent film covers 
their bodies. Its purpose is to suspend all functions. On the backs of their necks are green blobs 
which contain the spheres’ technology for examining human minds." 

"Can you determine how the humans were rendered unconscious?" Tegra asked. 

"As soon as we landed, the same thing happened to all the humans who accompanied me, so 
I was able to observe the procedure and analyze it at once." 

"All of them?" This was bad news. 

"Yes. They have been infected by what you would call a mechanical biological virus. It is a 


combination of a nanorobot with a virus, which is biological, though only alive in a technical 
sense." 

"You are not affected?" Tegra-Duran asked. 

"Viruses are unable to replicate in my system. Do you have further instructions?" 

"Continue to search for more information. Scan the human communications systems. I don't 
think there will be any humans awake, but if you can find even one, that might be helpful." 

"I will also continue to monitor the communications of these godlets. This is an enormous 
task since there are many thousands of them. Tasker 42F out." 

Tegra sat staring at a blank space on the wall opposite him. He might be able to stop this 
event. He could turn himself over to the spheres and admit that he was the one who had locked 
their brother in the time-lock. Obviously, the spheres weren't aware of the existence of time- 
locks. Even if they were aware, would they understand? 

He picked at a scab on his elbow. He was willing to sacrifice himself for the sake of his 
people. But would such a sacrifice do any good? 

If the spheres wanted revenge as well as the return of their missing brother, then probably 
not. They'd kill everyone on the planet anyway, and perhaps destroy the planet itself. They might 
be probing the minds of the humans, looking for the answers they wanted but unconscious 
humans wouldn't suffer from that. 

Tegra-Duran shook his head. His people were asleep, not dead, so there was hope that 
somehow the black spheres would be stopped or deflected, and everyone would survive. After 
all, human technology had made enormous advances in the last thousand years, and they might 
now be able to defend themselves without relying on the time-lock. 

He would not make the ultimate sacrifice until he was positive that there was no other 
option. 


Day 46 

Several long weeks passed before Tegra-Duran received another report. He'd become almost 
convinced that the spheres had discovered the Tasker and destroyed it. He had also nearly worn a 
groove in his office carpet because he couldn't stop pacing and asking himself questions no one 
could answer. A hundred times, he'd considered sending another Tasker to find the first one, and 
then decided against it. A hundred times, other people in the lab, worried about relatives back 
home, had asked him the same unanswerable questions. 

"Where have you been?" Tegra demanded of the Tasker, so relieved that he was shouting. 

"Investigating," the Tasker responded. "I have made a discovery that warrants your 
attention. There is one human on New Eden who is awake." 

"Who? What is this person doing?" 

"The conscious human is called Linda, and she is an electrician, according to the ID in her 
blink system." 

Well, that was something. Electricians these days were trained to do much more than string 
cable and create power systems. They were also experts at everything electronic and 
knowledgeable about most technology. But what could a lone human do against even one black 
sphere? "Why wasn't she infected by the mechanical biological virus?" 

"She was accidentally electrocuted at the same moment she breathed in the virus," the 
Tasker said. "The electrical shock must have killed the virus in her system." 

"How did you find out?" Tegra asked. "Is she aware of the virus?" 

"No, sir, it appears not," the Tasker responded. "When I scanned the blink systems, I 


discovered that hers is the only one that does not have an active password. She has been dictating 
to the diary function regarding her actions, but she obviously knows nothing of why everyone 
else is unconscious and has no idea why the planet is dark. I do not have a deep understanding of 
the foibles in human brains, but her reports appear increasingly erratic. That may be the result of 
the electrical shock." 

Perhaps, Tegra thought, but she might also be going mad because she feels she is completely 
alone. "Can you give me the connection number for her blink system?" Getting Linda's 
observations as well as the Tasker's could be useful and, in the circumstances, he had no qualms 
about reading someone else's diary. 

The Tasker gave him the connection number. "I have further observed that there is a gap in 
the spheres’ coverage of New Eden. This apparently was deliberate, for it is a place completely 
devoid of people. It is a fully automated bottled water plant, and the nearest humans lie 
unconscious more than three hundred miles away." 

"Why do you assume the gap was deliberate?" 

"Because," the Tasker said, "Linda blinked to it two days ago. According to her diary, it was 
the only place she could connect with." 

Not good news. "Any further details?" 

"Yes, I am still monitoring the spheres' communications. As I reported before, they find 
human movement and thinking to be painfully slow, and they simply cannot sense human 
movement unless it is rapid. One of them described it as like sitting in a quiet space, knowing 
that dust exists everywhere, but being unable to see it move. Then a sliver of sunlight will 
illuminate moving dust motes." 

"Ah!" said Tegra. "So, they are trying to catch someone blinking from one place to another." 

"One might assume so." 

"Logic dictates that they will now begin to search for the human that made this mysterious 
movement." 

"I agree," the Tasker replied. "So far Linda has merely walked around a little, which the 
spheres would be unable to detect. But if she blinks again, they will notice. That is the extent of 
my report. Tasker 42F out." 


Chapter 5 ~ Linda becomes a target 
Day 46 


Linda stared at Bert, struggling between shock and disgust. "No way!" she blurted. "Life 
could not be so cruel as to arrange for you and me being the only two people left awake on this 
planet." 

"But that does seem to be the case, woman." Bert wore his usual superior smirk. 

Just the sound of his voice made Linda cringe. He was such a jerk. "How long have you 
been here? Why was the operator unable to connect to you?" Linda demanded. 

Bert shrugged. He seemed uninterested in replying. 

"What the hell is wrong with you? I was beginning to think I had gone insane. I'm sure you 
must have realized I was trying to contact someone, anyone! You asshole, why the hell didn't 
you respond?" Linda lunged toward Bert with her fists clenched tight. Then stopped and levelled 
an accusing finger at his face. "Don’t tell me you've been hiding out here all this time! Did you 
even try to help anybody?" 

Bert shrugged again. He turned and walked toward the plant's main entrance door. 

"Don't you walk away from me, you prick!" Linda snarled. She rushed after Bert as he 
entered the building. When she went through the door mere seconds later, she was surprised to 
find he had vanished. Stumped, she scanned the area and called out for him, then saw him, one 
floor up, walking along a hallway with clear glass walls and floor. 

She raced for the glass staircase that led to that second floor, trying to catch up with Bert, 
but when she reached the place where she'd seen him, he had vanished yet again. "Oh, come on, 
you asshole, what kind of jerk game is this?" Linda yelled. 

He didn't reply. She went through the entire bottling plant, all constructed of clear glass, 
obviously to reinforce the image of the clear, fresh water the company advertised. Now and 
again, she caught sight of Bert, but he was too far ahead for her to catch up. It didn't matter how 
much she yelled; he wouldn't stop. 

Angry and frustrated, Linda finally decided to find the plant's cafeteria, intending to get a 
snack and a coffee while she reassessed the situation and made new plans. She caught glimpses 
of Bert, but he now seemed to be in pursuit of her. A good ten minutes passed, while Linda 
munched on a stale ham sandwich, before Bert came to sit with her at the small table. 

"You're not real, are you?" Linda finally asked. 

"No, I'm not,” Bert replied calmly. 

"So, I really have gone mad then..." Linda's voice trailed off. 

"It would appear so," Bert said, with a gleeful grin. 

"Figures! You were always a jerk, but you never went this far before. So, what do I do 
now?" She looked forlornly into her half-finished cup of coffee, then up at Bert. 

"I would say fix this shit. Get it done, woman!" Bert stated flatly. 

"Yeah, you would say that! You always wanted me to do your work for you. And you were 
always full of shit, too!" Linda looked around the room, then back at an empty seat. Bert had 
vanished again. 


Day 75 
The diary program activated, and Linda sat there just breathing for a long time, not sure of 
what to say, or why she should say anything. "Diary," she said, half-heartedly. It had been many 


days since she'd arrived at this place and spoken to the Bert hallucination. She was tired of 
sleeping on the cold floors of the bottling plant. Besides, she'd decided that to get things fixed, 
she would have to return to the darkness. "Ah, shit, end diary." 

Linda walked out through the plant's main entrance to enjoy the sunshine one last time. 
After ten minutes or so of soaking up light and heat, she realized she could hear birds singing. 

"Birds?" she said aloud. "Birds aren't asleep? I wonder why." She'd seen plenty of sleeping 
dogs with green blobs on their necks, lying with humans. Even some monkeys and cats. This had 
kept up her hope that Barky was sleeping safely in her apartment. Linda sat on the grass with her 
back against the bottling plant's wall and gave the birds some thought. 

All right, if something was out to get humanity, maybe they'd knock out domestic animals, 
too, pets and the like. Say it was aliens who didn't know which was the most intelligent species 
on the planet. Or more to the point, which was the most dangerous. She thought how silly it 
would be if the aliens chose cows as rulers of the universe, and the idea made her snicker. But 
why not? If cows were actually the most intelligent living creature, they'd have enslaved humans 
and used them to create technology and whatever else they wanted. 

On the other hand, maybe the aliens knew that humans were the most intelligent species and 
had put dogs to sleep so they wouldn't chew on their masters when they got hungry. She 
snickered again, imagining a couple of dogs and a few cats chewing on Bert's lazy ass. 

Linda jumped to her feet, angry. What a waste of time! She didn't know what was causing 
the black-out and what was wrong with everybody else. She didn't even know if any of this 
stupid situation was real. 

"Operator, connect me to an open line anywhere and blink!" 

"Connection established. Blinking," the operator replied. 

Linda found herself on the opposite side of the planet, in a city she had heard of but never 
visited. It was the capital city, Eur, the seat of planetary power and decision-making, and the 
open line was to the office of the planet's president, Tegra-Duran. The main switchboard was in a 
grand well-lit room with fine furnishings. Hanging on the walls were large portraits of important 
people and historical sites. 

And, as she expected, people were sleeping exactly where they once stood, all with large 
green blobs attached to their necks. 


Day 76 

It had been late in the day when Linda arrived and, because the crushing darkness made her 
feel so tired, she stretched out on the president's couch and fell fast asleep. When she next 
wakened, there were people standing in the room with their eyes open, looking about. "Frigging 
hell! Being nuts is really uncomfortable," Linda muttered. "Not to mention spooky." 

The people stayed where they were, their heads turning back and forth, and their eyes open. 
But they didn't seem to see her. Then, suddenly, they apparently returned to sleep, for they all 
crumpled to the floor. 

It had to be just a lousy dream! Linda groaned, rolled over, and went back to sleep for 
another five minutes. After she finally dragged herself from the couch and rubbed the sore and 
aching spots on her body, she went in search of coffee. "Operator, are there numbers I can 
connect to now?" Linda asked. 

The operator replied, "Numbers are on line and off line, the circuits are in flux, blink travel 
is not recommended at this time." 

"What? So, there are now open connections?" Linda was stunned. Could it be that those 


people she'd seen standing and looking around were actually awake? 

"There are no open connections at this time. Please try again later," the operator replied. 

"But you just said there were open connections. Now you say there are no connections. 
Which is it?" Linda hated talking to the infuriating operator. 

"There are no open connections at this time. Please try again later." 

"Operator, can you alert me to new connections when they activate?" Linda asked, trying to 
keep her anger in check. 

"There are now active connections. Would you like to choose a number?" the operator 
replied. 

"Operator, display numbers and their locations," Linda said, her anger turning to curiosity. 
On the virtual display, she could see random numbers of contacts appearing and then, just as 
quickly, disappearing. The locations were nearby but seemed to have a pattern of connection like 
a search grid. The pattern was familiar to her because electricians used this same pattern every 
day at work. 

As quickly as she could identify a number to pursue, the operator would then state that 
number was no longer in service. While Linda watched the numbers of contacts appear and then 
disappear like fireflies, she wandered the halls of the government offices searching for a coffee 
machine. 

"If I didn’t know better, I would think this is a search pattern being used to find something, 
but what could it be?" Linda muttered. After her first sip from the fresh cup of coffee she 
grabbed from a vending machine, she spat out the sour brew and reached for more sweetener. 
She stirred the coffee, then looked up to find Bert standing before her. 

"They're looking for you," Bert said coldly. 

"Argh, I thought I was rid of you. Is this going to happen often?" Linda's grip on the cup of 
coffee tightened. 

"Don't be a fool, woman, you know I'm right," Bert said. His words only added to Linda's 
confusion. The thought of ever admitting that Bert could be right about anything was extremely 
frustrating. 

She had to admit, though, that what he'd said might be a reasonable answer, but why would 
people be looking for her? And who was looking for her?) Maybe somebody was reaching out to 
her, hoping she might have a solution. 

Well, that was certainly a hopeless task, because she had no idea how to help, or how to 
contact these people. And, anyway, how could they reach out if they were asleep? 

Linda found another vending machine with sandwiches and desserts and satisfied her hunger 
before she left the government building, glancing back over her shoulder as she hurried away. It 
wasn't a safe place to be, with those people standing up and looking around. Next time they did 
it, they might see her. 

Unless, of course, they were hallucinations, like Bert. But if they were real, then maybe she 
was in the middle of some weird kind of conspiracy. Maybe the government had it in for her for 
some reason. But why? She'd filed her income tax return last year. Or had she? It was nearly 
impossible to remember anything from the past. Was there something else she was supposed to 
do? 

Wait a minute. Bert kept turning up and making stupid remarks. Maybe it was him who 
arranged all this shit she was living through. 

Those people in the government office might be zombies. That could explain why they 
hadn't been able to see her. Or did it? 


It was hell not knowing the truth. It was even worse not being able to trust anything she 
could see, which wasn't much, because it was too damn dark to see. Nothing seemed real 
anymore. She must be insane; there was no other explanation. 

And where was Bella? Had Bella run away? 

For three weeks, Linda walked the city of Eur, her mind going around and around in the 
same endless circle. Finally, she tired of city streetlights, and headed south. 


Day 97 
Linda nearly jumped out of her skin when, without warning, a beam of brilliant white light 
flooded the small roadway she was walking. From the light boomed a loud male voice, "Child, 
why have you forsaken your god?" 


Chapter 6 ~ Tasker 42F reports 
Day 97 


Tegra-Duran said to Tasker 42F, "Thank you for making a report. Please try to do so more 
often. I'm not getting much from Linda's diary. It's like her mind is racing around and around in a 
hamster wheel." 

"Sir, the black spheres are manipulating their science, trying to discover a way of finding 
Linda, who is the solitary moving object on the planet's surface. They must find a bridge 
between the painfully slow minds and movements of humans, and the blazing fast functions they 
themselves are capable of." 

"If they're so goddamn fast, how come they haven't figured out where their brother has 
gone?" 

"Sir, the word 'time-lock' does not appear in their lexicon. I have also learned that the 
spheres decided to use humans to search for the moving object. They woke a few temporarily 
and tried to use their eyes to find the moving object, but the humans didn't seem to see anything. 
The spheres concluded that the nanorobots need adjustment. They have control of the little 
robots, of course." 

"Oh," said Tegra, "so that's what Linda meant when she said people were awake in my 
office, but apparently didn't see her." 

"I would assume so," said the Tasker. "I must report that I don't enjoy this task because I am 
having to make too many assumptions. I prefer facts." 

"Keep at it, and I'm sure you'll find some," replied Tegra. 

"I did discover one fact. When the spheres tried to use the biomechanical virus on Linda, it 
didn't work. Linda's high voltage shock chemically altered her physiology just enough to make 
her immune to the virus effect." 

"She was lucky," Tegra said gruffly. "I guess. Though I doubt she'd agree." 

"The spheres found that by the time the humans reported the location of this moving object, 
enough time had passed for the object to have moved on," the Tasker continued. "The only 
method left to them was single sphere contact, a process they have employed on countless other 
sentient beings throughout the universe." 

"Really? I was not aware of such a process." 

"It is known by some as ‘the god method.’ A single sphere contracts itself into the size of a 
human and descends to walk the surface of the planet, posing as a beam of angelic light." 

Tegra groaned in recognition. "Oh yes! I've experienced many variations of this god 
method! In the old religions that held sway on planet Earth, and in the religions promulgated by 
Pennington and her ilk. Also, in the religion that these days is espoused by a few of my own 
people, called Masters of the Universe." He did not want to voice his experience with the first 
black sphere, which had roared at the world that it was their god. If there was any chance the 
black spheres could read his conversation with the Tasker, they'd know that Tegra had 
information about their missing brother. 

"I thought you might know about this method, sir. The spheres extrapolated the most logical 
position where the moving object of their search might be found, and started there. 
Unfortunately, they were dead right. Tasker 42F out." 


Chapter 7 ~ Linda fights back 
Day 97 


Linda stood frozen, stunned, unable to grasp what she was seeing. All she could do was 
simply stare at the light. This saved her life, for the spheres needed movement to see what they 
were searching for, and as long as Linda remained still, she was essentially invisible to them. 

She was deeply curious about the brilliant light, but she'd experienced so many 
hallucinations that she felt sure this was just another one. She would do no more than observe 
this new object and be cautious. 

The light retreated from her, down the road for a short distance, then the voice boomed 
again. "Child of man, I am your god. Come to me and receive my blessing." 

Linda was too afraid to answer. After a few minutes, the light continued to move down the 
roadway in the direction she had been traveling. Each time it stopped, the voice boomed out 
again. The only thought that popped into Linda's mind was "damn, that does look like a talking 
burning bush." 

It must be a hallucination, just like Bert. On the other hand, it seemed too persistent. Bert 
had kept fading in and out; this thing didn't. In the bible that the members of MOTU used, there 
was a story about the bush that talked and flamed but didn't burn. 

The ‘burning bush' kept searching and calling. Linda decided, because she was the only 
creature awake and mobile, that logically it must be pursuing her. Considering all that had 
happened, and the fact that this strange light was looking for her, she thought the light must be 
the cause of all this mess: the darkness, people being unconscious, the whole horrible confusion. 

Slowly moving a finger, Linda watched for a response. Nothing. She tried a hand 
movement, followed by a graceful arm sweep, and still no response. The light kept to its course 
down the dark road, all the while roaring for attention. Linda took a cautious step forward, but 
the 'bush' didn't respond. She followed that up with a slow walk, keeping her distance but also 
keeping the light in sight. 

After half an hour or so, the light vanished. Linda froze again, unsure if it was still nearby or 
if it had truly gone away. Hours passed before she slowly began walking back the way she had 
come. Retreat seemed the best and safest thing for now. 

The first small house she came to looked like a good place to hide for a while. She decided 
to bed down there for the night with the sleeping family. They were all on the floor, so she had 
the choice of bed or couch. In the morning, she would try a plan that had been percolating in her 
head for a few days. 

Linda's sleep was fitful at best. Every time she woke, demons with dark leering faces peered 
at her from every corner. She pulled the covers over her head and tried to still her mind, but each 
time it took almost an hour before sleep eventually came again. The morning looked the same as 
the night, and the darkness was oppressive. Linda realized that had it not been for the blink 
system operator and its handy computational clock, she would have lost track of the hours long 
before. 


Day 98 
Linda was afraid her plan might prove suicidal. Unless it succeeded. She would attempt to 
remove the green blob from the neck of the sleeping man to see if he could be revived. If it 
failed, and the man died, she'd be a murderer. What would happen when she was caught? 


"Diary, I know I never told you this, or maybe I did, I just don't remember, but I'm going to 
remove one of these green blobs today. I have to be honest; I'm not sure if I already tried this 
before. Whether I did or did not, I will try to remember doing it today for sure. I have an open 
line with the operator, and it has me connected to the bottling plant where I was before. That is, 
if the bottling plant was real and I was actually there. That might have been a fantasy. If it was, 
then doing this will probably screw me. But, if not, then the idea is simple. The bottling plant is 
automated; things there are always in motion and, if I must blink to it, then hopefully I can hide 
among the moving things. That is, only if things there are still moving, and I was really there 
once before and if this is all real and not just something happening in my mind." 

Even for Linda's strong mind, being deprived of light and human company was difficult to 
endure. 

"I’m keeping the diary open so I can check it later. It's been bookmarked for easy access. I 
have also activated the eye cam in case a visual recording in the diary might be helpful. If I end 
up killing this guy, tell someone I'm sorry. Unless this works, diary, then tell someone it works. 
Like maybe tell me, so I'll remember." 

Linda knelt down beside the man in this small family. He was probably the father. She 
turned him over to expose the green blob on the back of his neck. Even using her fingernails, she 
simply could not get a grip on the blob. It was like trying to grab a wet bar of soap covered in 
grease, the grease covered in slick slime. She even tried a set of crimping pliers, and they 
wouldn't seize the blob. A knife could not cut it, for its surface slimed past the blade unaffected. 
A small, heated bit of metal from the kitchen cooktop appliance had no effect, nor did throwing 
dirt and sand all over it in hopes of soaking up the slime and acting like an abrasive for grip. 
There was simply no way to get hold of it. 

"Well, this just sucks," Linda mumbled as she cleaned the dirt from her hands. She kicked 
the man hard in the back of the neck where the blob was hanging. It didn't break the blob, but it 
did make her frustration subside. Linda sat down again and chatted to the sleeping family for 
almost an hour, then got to her feet and went outside. She headed back down the road. 

When the ‘burning bush' showed up again and started talking, Linda was shocked. The urge 
to start running away nearly overpowered her. She was only a few steps from the house when it 
appeared, and she realized instantly that this meant something. 

"So, it takes about an hour before you know where I am and what I’m doing," Linda 
muttered, not realizing the diary was still open and recording. "That's good to know, unless I 
already know it. If I do, then it's good to know it again." 


Day 101 

The diary program opened. "Diary, I'm in trouble. The ‘burning bush' is now able to wake 
people from their sleep, then use them to find me. That started yesterday. I got close to a group 
that appeared to be awake. Instead of ignoring me, like they did in the government office in Eur, 
they actually saw me. Or I guess they did, because they started screeching out loud like hyenas, 
and pointing in my direction. Then they started chasing me. I had to run like hell." 

Linda was now grateful for all the walking she'd done in the last three months. Her muscles 
had been fit enough to get her out of range and out of sight of the people screaming at her. She'd 
had to race down a few alleys and climb over a couple of fences, but she'd finally found a 
sheltered spot where she could catch her breath. This was the only time she'd been grateful for 
the darkness, though. 

An hour later, she'd gone back to the main street, hoping the screeching people had been 


some sort of accident that wouldn't be repeated. But her hopes were doomed. She hadn't been 
walking more than a minute when a lone woman saw her and began raising a ruckus. The woman 
had been in good shape, too, and hard to shake. 


Day 105 

Linda had been on the run for several days. "Diary, it looks like this burning bush, which I'm 
going to call a light shaft because it's obviously trying to shaft me, is getting too close. It would 
be stupid to try making contact with it. If it was here to help us, I'm sure it would have 
mentioned that. And all it does is keep yelling for me to give in and kneel down to it. I can't think 
of any reason for doing that." 

She had been dodging in and out of buildings all morning. "Not sure how much more of this 
insanity I can tolerate. Am really getting sick of being screeched at." Linda dashed inside a 
bakery. "Oh, coffee! I could use a cup of that!" She needed to stay awake and alert all the time 
now. She never knew when someone lying on the floor next to her might be wakened up or 
turned on or whatever it was happened to them, and start screaming out her location. 

"The really frustrating part of all this is that I just can't bring myself to kill one of them. It's 
not their fault that this light shaft can use them to get to me. But I think I've found a way to even 
the odds." A couple of days back, as Linda was trying to escape a mob that had found her, she 
accidentally electrocuted a guy she had run into face-first. Well, it had been his own fault, she 
thought, for being so stupid as to stand so close to an open circuit. The impact of the shock 
knocked the guy out momentarily and, in those brief few seconds, she managed to get away. 

Now she was trying to find a way to electrocute people without killing them, and looking for 
a power source she could manipulate safely. She was also searching for the building she'd been 
working on when the entire world went to sleep. She had become obsessed with finding the 
place. It might give her the key to fixing the mess she was in. 


Day 135 

Things had gotten worse all month and now they were really bad. Linda crouched in a dark 
corner of the basement where she'd hidden for the last seven days. She rocked back and forth, her 
arms wrapped around her legs, her head bleeding from the constant impacts with the stone wall 
behind her. Her hair was matted and dirty, and crusty from drying blood. 

She had found her way back to the building where she'd been electrocuted and determined 
how much voltage had hit her that day. She was preparing a trap to electrocute humans and 
knock them out temporarily when a man nearby awoke. He began screeching, causing Linda to 
cover her ears against the pain. The light shaft appeared right away. It would get her, for she had 
no exit plan, and it advanced steadily. 

When the light shaft, roaring that it was 'god' and ordering her to worship it, encountered the 
electric trap Linda had laid, the result was catastrophic. The shock wasn't fatal, but the shaft was 
mightily pissed off. It retaliated by filling the room with arcs of lightening and people for a few 
miles in every direction were instantly converted to burning corpses. 

All Linda could do was watch helplessly, protected by the back-up work suit she'd donned to 
protect her from electricity. The light shaft stormed around the area, killing people in a senseless 
temper tantrum of vengeance. Linda simply walked out of the building, past all the burning 
bodies, and straight to the basement where she was now hiding. She had cried until she could no 
longer produce tears, only whimpers and sobs. 


Day 136 

Her voice just above a whisper, Linda spoke to the diary. "I'm going to give up today. I'm 
going to go out there and surrender. People are dying. I can't fix this, and I don't want to be alone 
anymore." She was beaten and she knew it. 

"Typical woman!" Bert snapped. 

"Oh, piss off!" Linda snarled. Bert always turned up at the worst moments. 

"See, this is why women are crap at most everything they try. Things get tough and they fall 
to pieces. You claim to be equal to men, but in the end, you're just pretending, aren't you?" Bert's 
voice was thick with smug satisfaction. 

"What the hell would you know about 'equal,' you self-absorbed prick? You spend your days 
thinking you're better than everyone, so how, for one single, solitary second, would you even 
understand the word 'equal'?" Linda had turned from pathetic to furious in a heartbeat. 

"See, that's what I mean, I am better. I'm better than you, better than most. Hell, I'm 
probably better than everyone alive on this planet today!" Bert was sneering, his face twisted 
with arrogance and loathing. 

"Alive! Ha, that's rich. You're not alive; I saw your body burning, a smoldering husk on the 
ground, and you know what? I couldn't have cared less. You know what else? I have a good 
mind to go back there and piss on your corpse!" Linda was in a full rage. "Yes, that's exactly 
what I'll do. You sick bastard! I'm going to track down your stinking corpse, and piss all over it! 
Yeah, that's it, that's what I’m doing!" 

As she headed toward the stairs, she thought she heard Bert say, "Finally..." 


Day 147 

The trap was set. "Diary, today we end this. I've checked everything and there are no people 
around for hundreds of miles. I've set the automation at the bottling plant to random and will use 
the full thorium power source in my trap. That light shaft thing was furious about the last shock, 
but wait till it gets a taste of what's in store now! End diary." 

Linda had blinked to the plant, delighted to find it still in sunlight. She had ensured that the 
automation of the plant would be unpredictable and create chaos. Her surroundings had to be 
confusing, so the trap wouldn't be noticed. 

Then she found a high place of power from which she could taunt this so-called god being. 
The god, or those idiots in MOTU, might call it an altar. But it was the fire escape on one end of 
the plant's main building. 

The ‘burning bush' god was attracted to movement, so she would give it movement like 
nothing it had ever experienced before. "Operator, execute program!" 

"Connecting and activating," The operator replied in the usual calm, mechanical voice. 


Chapter 8 ~ A new ploy 
Day 147 


Linda activated her plan at the bottling plant, ordering the operator to blink any human with 
an active number to the plant. Those few people represented by active numbers arrived under a 
covered dome in a structure used for packaging the final products of the bottling plant. This 
dome structure was grounded so that any current would loop and be returned to its source, thus 
amplifying the next charge being delivered to the trap, rather like adding a turbocharger to the 
system. 

There, in bright sunlight, hundreds of people were blinked into the dome, then, just as 
quickly, blinked back to their original location. 

These movements caught the attention of the light shaft and it instantly appeared alone 
inside the empty dome. 

"Stop!" Linda snapped this command from her position on the fire escape of the main 
building, a few feet from the dome. "Do you understand me?" 

There was a long silence, then the god said, "Of course, my child. You have used my voice 
for thousands of years." 

"Then understand this, if you so much as twitch, I'm sending you straight to hell!" Linda 
pointed a finger at the god. 

Linda's forefinger on her other hand hovered a hair's breadth above the trap's activation 
button. "I have had enough of what's happening here. Are you responsible for all this?" she 
demanded. 

"Have I not guided you, my child, when things were at their darkest? Have your crops not 
been bountiful or your children healthy? All this and more I have provided for you, my child," 
the being replied. 

"That's not an answer. I'm asking, are you responsible for this situation?" Linda again 
demanded. 

"It was said, in the time of great sadness, that one among you would come to see the light, 
reject the darkness and return to paradise. You are the blessed child of man who will receive this 
boon I have bestowed upon your kind," the being intoned, with little emotion. 

"Oh, fuck this!" Linda slammed her finger down on the trap's button. 

Full power from half the world's thorium power sources flooded into the dome, making the 
area brighter than the sun. The god screeched, a horrific sound, and twisted and sparked, trapped 
in the intense loop of power. 

Linda snapped, "Operator, blink!" 

"Activating," the operator responded. Linda arrived on the opposite side of the planet, in a 
city with a failing power source. She watched as the lights dimmed and, after five minutes the 
city finally went black. A few seconds later, the lights returned. The backup power source had 
been activated. 

It was pretty quiet for a few days after that, and Linda hoped she'd discouraged the light 
shaft being forever. But then, seemingly unwilling to learn a lesson, the light shaft renewed its 
pestering of the world. Again, humans began waking up and looking around. 

The hunt for Linda had only been interrupted, not ended. 


Day 160 

Linda now knew several things about her adversary. She knew it could control the lives of 
living organisms. All organisms, not just humans. Everywhere she'd been, dogs and cats slept 
alongside their human caretakers. Birds weren't asleep, though, because she'd heard them at the 
bottling plant. Birds didn't fly in the dark, so they couldn't hinder the light shaft. But neither 
could they help her. 

She knew that electricity could either hurt her enemy or render it impotent, at least 
temporarily, as her last encounter proved. She knew that it was in orbit but didn't cover the entire 
surface of planet New Eden, for light from the sun still reached the bottling plant area. That 
information at least presented a possible scale of size. And she knew it was intelligent for it had 
communicated, but whether it understood was a different matter. 

She surmised that this black object which covered the planet had a solid surface, which 
meant it had mass, which meant it was subject to gravity. With this information, Linda began 
considering a possible new line of attack, one that might do some real damage this time. 

In her spare time, Linda had been a history buff, spending many hours learning about times 
and events long past. She never spoke to anyone of this interest, for no one she knew was 
concerned with what had happened long ago. 

Her idea was radical, one that might prove impossible, but also one that historically held out 
a good chance of success. The world ship, once the most important creation of humanity, lay 
dormant in orbit, circling New Eden like a small moon. This mothballed artifact held one 
forgotten thing, the one thing that could make a difference. That was the gravity drive once used 
by the ancient people of Mahoud to lift their spaceship from Earth and navigate through space. 

Linda had no idea if the gravity drive was still intact, or if it still worked. But she knew it 
existed, for she'd read articles by explorers who mapped the world ship and had written about 
this artifact buried deep beneath the oldest cities. 

"Operator, can you connect me to an open line on the world ship for a blink?" Linda asked, 
not sure if she really wanted to know the answer. 

"Yes, there are two open lines to the world ship. The gift shop and the officer's command 
deck observation platform. Please specify a destination point," the operator responded. 

"Oh, gifts! There might be sweaters and shoes and coffee mugs. Connect me there." Linda 
felt a small thrill of delight, an emotion that had been absent since humanity had gone to sleep. 
She might die on the world ship, but at least it was someplace different. 

"Connection made, blinking." The operator stated. 

The stink of the stale air made Linda nauseated. The world ship had not been occupied in a 
great many years. It was dark and cold, even more dark and cold than where she had just been, 
on New Eden. 

Her blink escaped the notice of the black spheres, for they had lost track of her when she 
blinked from the bottling plant. But they continued to search for the reason that a sphere had 
gone missing, and continued to believe that humans were to blame, even though they couldn't 
understand how these slow, stupid humans had accomplished such a thing. 

"Computer," Linda said aloud. There was no response. "Computer! Hey, computer, are you 
there or asleep?" Linda tried again. "Damn, don't tell me this old ship is all manual," she 
grumbled. 

"Moor... Karn... Bill... Computer... on line..." A deep voice slowly creaked to life, 
seemingly under great stress. 

"Geez, a male voice, no less! Well, seeing it's still against the law to shoot males, you're safe 


for now. Just don't screw up." She might as well have some fun while she explored the world. 
"Command line password needed. Please provide access key," the computer managed to say. 
"Really! I mean really, you have to be kidding me!" Linda snapped. She would have to hack 

the computer to gain root access. "This is going to hurt you more than it will hurt me. I hope." 


Day 163 

Linda shouted, "I’m so hungry!" She had cracked most of the computer's codes and had 
gained root access to most command functions, but food supply was not one of them, and it was 
killing her. 

"Just make some coffee, you stupid twit!" she snarled, as she input command codes at a 
terminal. She was having to do this manually, no less, with her fingers, one key at a time. "This 
is taking forever." Then a thought hit her. "Operator?" Linda said. 

"Operator," the operator responded. 

"Can you gain access to this terminal so I can use voice commands?" 

"Yes, but authorization is required," the operator replied. 

"Oh, you have got to be kidding me! You mean that's really possible? I’ve been struggling 
here forever, and you could access this computer the whole damn time!" Linda was beside 
herself with frustration. 

"Unable to respond to this query. The parameters of the question are too vague. Please be 
more specific," the operator replied. 

"What kind of authorization is required?" Linda had calmed down. 

"The captain's command line code," the operator replied. 

"Is that all? I found that a couple days back. Let's see now, where did I put that code? Ah, 
here it is. The code is '902-bas-t67-Kathy.' I wonder if Kathy was his wife's name.” 

"Access correct; connection to root directory complete; voice commands now available. An 
up-link has been sent to your blink screen, file 'world ship command," the operator stated. 

"Well, about time! Computer, make coffee." Linda had been experiencing fierce withdrawal 
symptoms. 

The computer made no response, but it did start brewing a synthetic coffee. Synthetic or not, 
it smelled wonderful. 

"[ have coffee on the way now. Light shaft god, fear me!" Linda sang out. "You just wait till 
I've had a few cups; there will be such an ass-kicking coming your way!" 


Day 164 

Linda poured herself another cup of hot coffee. "Diary, sorry for the gap in reports but you 
know how things can be; lots to do, little time to do it all in. I'm on the old world ship and it's a 
real piece of junk, but it does have what I need. I've managed to get three of the Taskers working 
and a fourth is almost ready. I can remember reading where the center of old Mahoud is, but it 
will take me a few days to walk there. I'm hopeful these Taskers can help me free the gravity 
engines. They're not very big, but I know they're strong. I plan to give that light shaft and the 
object orbiting New Eden, whatever it is, a lot of grief." 

She downed the last of the coffee. "And, if all goes well, I'm hoping to use other ideas from 
human history to help. There was a time when something called a guerilla warfare tactic was 
used, which means you piss off your opponent until it gives up and leaves. We'll see. End diary." 


Day 170 
Smiling, Linda said, "Diary, today is the big day. I got four Taskers working and we are at 
the location where history says the gravity drive should be located. Getting it out of the ground 
seems easy enough. The real problem will be putting it to work. History says a strange cult of 
nine people was needed to use this drive, and I'm not sure yet how that's supposed to happen, but 
I will keep you informed. End diary." 


Day 174 

Wiping dirt and sweat from her brow, Linda said, "Diary, that took a hell of a lot longer than 
I guessed it would. But hey, I'm now the proud owner of a gravity drive from the stone age." Her 
laugh was happy. "I figure I will wire these Taskers to the drive to replace the nine-person cult 
thing and I should have this puppy up and running in a few hours." 

Linda remembered another piece of news. "Oh, Diary, I had a look through the monitors on 
the officer's command deck observation platform and, amazingly, they still work just fine. I 
decided I'd better have a closer look at my target before I actually fired. And you know what? 
That black thing in the sky above New Eden turned out not to be solid after all. It's made up of 
thousands of black spheres. I wonder if they're all burning bushes. End diary." 

Not that it mattered. Not with what was coming. 


Day 177 

Her chin in her hands, Linda sat looking at the stripped-down and jimmy-rigged wiring job 
she had finished. The Taskers were all integrated into the gravity drive now, but it was a 
complex spider's web of wires and circuits. "Diary, I think it works. I hope. End diary." 

She commanded the Taskers to pack the gravity drive engine to the landing bay. Parked here 
was a Single primitive spacecraft which looked as if it might be capable of flying from the world 
ship to the planet of New Eden, but there was no guarantee. It took several hours to load the 
gravity engine into the spacecraft, and then get the operator to link with the ship's navigational 
computer. When everything was in order, she left the ship and gave the hull a tender kiss. 

"Give 'em hell!" The ship's engine spluttered its way to life, then the ship launched. All 
Linda could do now was blink back to the planet. 

And hope. 


Chapter 9 ~ Fake people 
Day 180 


Linda's voice was full of satisfaction. "Diary, the last few days have been a laugh. My plan 
succeeded! And the end result has been a living nightmare. The ship worked flawlessly when I 
sent it to the black spheres covering our world. That in itself was a sweet surprise, since I half 
expected it to fail. As the ship got closer to our world of New Eden, the gravity drive engine 
activated, and a reverse-attraction gravity pulse turned the sky inside out for about an hour." 

"I refuse to let them catch me, which I hope is really pissing them off. The operator has been 
very busy sending me to random numbers around the planet, to the point that I'm starting to get a 
little queasy. I figure if they catch me now, though, it's been worth it. I won't make it easy for 
them. End diary." 


Day 200 

Dressed in an odd assortment of random clothing, Linda opened the diary and said, "Diary, 
I've been laid up for a bit because I broke my right leg and arm. With no medical facilities 
working, I've been spending a lot of time in my new hiding spot, which is just a small closet. 
That's because of the sleeping people who wake up and try to kill me. But hey, things have been 
good! I found this crazy little shop in Old Town and am now the proud owner of a novelty 
cheese hat. It's the perfect touch for my new ensemble." 

She looked partly like a hobo and partly like a princess. Her right arm was bandaged and so 
was her leg, but she was using both with little trouble. The medical enhancements in her system 
meant that the breaks were healing fast. 

"I did luck out when I found a tranquilizer gun used for animals. I've been using that to dull 
the pain. Works pretty good, but I could sure live without some of the side effects." 

Human faces appeared grotesque and twisted at times, and often their screaming made her 
skin itch. Her digestive track was a mess and sometimes, without warning, she would fill her 
underwear. She'd be too busy to notice for a while, then she'd simply go find clean clothes. 
Because of the tranquilizers, she felt no pain, which was a mixed blessing, for her body was 
covered in bruises and scratches from falling down when she ran from the people trying to kill 
her. 

The spheres had decided that killing this random traveler on the planet they were 
researching was the best course of action. They could only offer peace for so long and she was 
simply being too much trouble. 

"The other day I found a neat way to stop people from attacking me, and I really hope that 
pisses off the light shaft. Oh, before I forget, or maybe I already mentioned this, but if I did, I 
will just mention it again. I got trapped in a room very close to that light shaft thing a couple of 
days back. It had no idea I was there. The funny thing was that it stood, or shone, or burned, or 
whatever the hell it does when it's not moving, next to a swimming pool." 

"I was hiding in the power room for the pool facility. So, just as the light shaft got really 
close to me, I kicked open the door. There was this guy standing right outside and the door hit 
him. He fell into the light shaft being. Then they both fell in the pool, and I tossed in a main 
power bus line which carried a shitload of current." Linda laughed. 

"Sorry to say, the guy died instantly but the mixing of water and electricity with the light 
shaft resulted in quite a show. I had to blink out, so I never saw how it ended, but now the 


humans mostly just avoid me." 

Linda was beginning to enjoy being a problem for the invaders. "So, now, in order to mess 
things up even more, I have the operator blink random people to random locations and then back 
again. By the way, it took forever to get the operator to do that. The program is not as sentient as 
was advertised." 

Now and then, Linda thought about Barky. "I've stopped worrying about my spaniel, 
operator. Because I've figured out that this world I'm inhabiting is just an illusion. In reality, I'm 
back in my normal life and everything is fine, including Barky. So I don't need to worry. What I 
must do is defeat the enemies in this illusory world and, once I do that, I'll be able to go home. 
Anyway, ta-ta for now. End diary." 


Day 202 

Linda cursed non-stop as she stumbled down dark hallways in the building she was using as 
a hideaway. The spheres had a new tactic. 

She wore a black scarf tied tight around her face to cover her eyes, and had a large gaudy hat 
pulled down over her head. The spheres had put the world's power system on idle, which had 
effectively created a blackout in every city. Then, because they had no idea where their target 
was, they would pull apart just enough to let bright rays of sunlight through to the planet's 
surface. The effect was like a strobe light with intense and destructive bursts, blinding and 
confusing Linda. She cried out for the operator but, without power, the operator was unable to 
function, and she was now truly alone. 

For the first time, she willingly sought out the darkness, desperately trying to get to any kind 
of shelter underground to protect herself from the light. 

She found the stairwell leading to the basement by falling all the way down to the bottom. 
The impact with the concrete floor created many new bruises, and cuts that bled profusely. Linda 
screamed in frustration and pain and couldn't help begging the pain to stop. She passed out 
several times before finally regaining consciousness for long enough to bandage the cuts and 
soothe her body as best she could. She lay on the floor for several days before dragging herself to 
a corner and curling up in the fetal position. Another week passed before she finally ventured out 
for food and medical help. 


Day 212 
Though there was no power to activate the program, Linda needed to talk to someone. 
"Diary, I'm done. I've caused that light shaft and those black spheres some problems, and I 
thought maybe I had a chance to save humanity. But it's too much. I'm overwhelmed and scared 
shitless and I can't deal with it anymore. I'm sick to death of running, and hiding, and hurting." 


Day 213 

Linda levered herself up on her feet. She was going to surrender today. She made her way 
slowly up the stairs from the basement and headed for the first-floor emergency exit door, where 
she had decided to present herself for capture. 

In the dim, shadowed hallway, something moved. Linda automatically flattened herself 
against the wall, trying to be invisible. 

The thing emerged slowly out of the shadows, making a sound like a newborn kitten 
mewling for its mother. It dragged itself, an inch at a time, into the light where she could see it. 

"It's a Tasker!" Linda exclaimed. "A little one. It doesn't even come up to my waist. Oh! 


And it's wounded." 

The Tasker had lost one leg and the other looked like it had been snapped off at the knee. 
All its arms but one were missing, too, and the sixth was bent out of shape. 

"Oh, you poor thing," Linda cried. "What happened to you? Where did you come from?" 

The Tasker said something that sounded like 'for too eff.' 

"If that's your name," Linda said, "I don't like it." She knelt down and touched the Tasker's 
bent arm. "I'm going to call you Jimmy and look after you. I'll fix you because I'm an electrician 
and I know how." 

Suddenly she realized that the light shaft god had tortured this little Tasker. Maybe the light 
shaft thought the Tasker was just a toy, but that was no excuse for pulling it apart. She clenched 
her fists, then forced herself to relax and think about her next move. 

The Tasker started the mewling sound again. Linda picked it up and carried it down to her 
basement lair, crooning to it on the way. "You're my little boy and I'll look after you now. I wish 
Barky was here for you to play with; he's the sweetest little dog. You should have seen him as a 
puppy." 

It seemed to understand, for it became quiet when she put it down on the blanket she'd 
scrounged to sleep on. "You stay here, Jimmy, and be quiet. I have to go see what's happening 
outside. And find some tools. Be back in a flash." 

"Linda," the Tasker croaked, "Linda." 

She stopped in the doorway, stunned. How did the little robot know her name? Maybe she 
was crazier than she'd thought. Linda shook her head. No, there was someone out there 
somewhere, alive and trying to find her. That had to be true; it was the only explanation. Then 
her shoulders slumped. There was one other possibility, that the light shaft god knew her name 
and had told Jimmy. 

"It's all right," she said. "I'll be back as soon as I can." 

She climbed the stairs and again headed for the first-floor emergency exit. As she came 
closer to the door, she could hear muffled voices. This caused her to slow down and move more 
cautiously. After all that had happened, she had become as feral in nature as a cat. Slowly she 
eased the door open just a crack, and what she saw made her gasp. Was it all over? Had it all 
been just a dream? People everywhere were walking in the bright sunshine of a new day, talking 
and behaving normally. 

What kind of fresh hell was this? Slowly she eased the door closed and made her way to an 
empty apartment on an upper floor of the block, opened a window, and sat there to quietly 
observe. 

In the excitement of observing the world as it had once been, she almost missed the 
abnormalities she was seeing and hearing. People were indeed walking around, seeming to go 
about their day in a normal fashion. However, it was the conversations they were having that 
finally captured her attention. 

Every sentence had a 'thank the Creator,’ or a 'praise be to The Light and his merciful rule’ 
phrase in the conversation somewhere. It wasn't just now and again; everyone said these things, 
in at least every other sentence. People sounded like zombies, walking around and all saying the 
same thing. They sounded like they'd been programmed or something. Maybe they actually were 
zombies. She'd thought so often enough, when they woke up and started screeching at her. 

She watched until night fell, but there were no signs of the light shaft that called itself a god. 
Even stranger, there were no black spheres in the skies. She needed a closer look, but it would be 
too dangerous to go out among these odd people. And she had to mend the Tasker, had to make 


Jimmy whole again. 

In the apartment's bathroom, the sight of herself in the mirror almost gave her a heart attack. 
It was nearly a hundred days since she'd bathed, and she looked disgusting. For the next hour or 
so, she washed and scrubbed and brushed until she was clean and tidy again. She noticed that her 
hair had grown out and was covering the burned areas on her scalp. She slipped downstairs to her 
basement lair and dressed carefully from the heaps of clothing she'd stolen, aiming to look like 
the people she'd seen on the street. 

Jimmy was still on the blanket where she'd left him. "Linda," he said. 

"Yes, my pet, it's Linda. I have to go out for a little while. Things have changed and I need 
to know what to watch for. I'll be back soon. Don't move; I'll mend you; I'll make you all better 
soon." 

Linda cautiously walked from the building out into the dark streets of the city. She stopped 
for half an hour and stared in wonder at the sky. She could not remember the last time she had 
seen stars. She didn't notice the young man approaching, and his voice startled her. 

"The Lord Creator has blessed us with these bountiful stars, praise be to The Light," he said 
without emotion. 

Linda froze, unsure of what to do or say. 

The young man asked, "Do you not think that the Lord's creation is wondrous?" 

Linda knew she had the look of a deer caught in the headlights of a speeding car. 

"It is truly magnificent," the young man went on. "Why do you not speak to praise our 
blessed Light?" The young man seemed to grow suspicious. 

Linda knew that the situation was looking bad for her, but she felt too weak to fight and too 
battered to run. She needed to speak, but all she managed was, "Ahhhh..." 

"I see," the young man said, "Our Lord Creator finds you afflicted with a lack of intellect. 
Fear not, his blessing on you will someday cure you of this curse." Then he asked, "Can I guide 
you home? Are you safe alone?" 

The best Linda could do was stammer a few garbled words, then try to walk away with 
confidence and purpose. 

"Poor woman! Remember, all who believe will be saved," the young man called out, as he 
let Linda walk away. 

Shaken, Linda resolved to be more cautious, more alert. She would not make that mistake 
again. As she walked among the believers, she carefully noted their demeanor. They truly did 
look as though they were at peace, passive and content, but there was something just not right. 
She could not put her finger on it exactly, but these re-awakened people seemed more mindless 
and robotic then she had ever known people to be. For sure, if they weren't zombies, they'd been 
programmed. 

She stopped and thought about her statement. It would only be true, of course, if she was 
still sane enough to know the difference. 

Linda almost missed it at first. When she caught sight of something she thought might be a 
clue to the strangeness, she spent some time trying for a closer look without being obvious. But 
yes, there they were, and they had almost camouflaged themselves well enough to go unnoticed. 
A small green blob still clung to the back of every neck she saw, but now it was deliberately 
disguising itself. Sometimes as a wen, other times as part of a necklace. Sometimes it was hidden 
under hair. 

"Sneaky bastards!" 


Chapter 10 ~ Fomenting revolt 
Day 215 


Linda activated the diary program. The spheres had turned the power back on, and this 
meant that the blink program was running again. She had the edge now, and the first thing she 
needed was to have the operator blink her back to the old world ship, out in orbit, which would 
allow her to look both at New Eden and into the universe, just to make sure the spheres were 
truly gone. 

She was not disappointed. They had indeed gone, or so it seemed. However, she knew, 
because of the green blobs which disfigured the necks of most people, that the spheres were still 
around somewhere, still messing with the minds of humans. 

It didn't take her long to find out where the spheres had gone. They were all down on the 
planet, inside human culture, in the form of human preachers or, as they called themselves, Holy 
Messengers. They no longer appeared as burning bushes or light shafts, but presented themselves 
as human guides to what they called a purer and more fulfilling lifestyle. All across the planet, in 
every city, these Holy Messengers had appeared and were offering spiritual guidance. From the 
conversations Linda overheard, it was apparent that attending to their words had been made 
mandatory. 

As Linda fiddled with Jimmy's circuits and crooned over him, she thought about the spheres’ 
quest for their missing brother. She was sure they hadn't learned much, just that everyone had 
witnessed the black sphere arrive, and heard it preach destruction and penance. Certainly she had 
never read or heard any other information. No one seemed to know how humanity had defeated 
this being, though rumor said Tegra-Duran had been part of the group that dealt with the black 
sphere. He might have the answer. 

Linda was clever enough to realize what had happened. It helped to observe that the Holy 
Messengers never sported green blobs on their necks. These "Holy Joes," as she called them, 
were simply the black spheres posing as spiritual leaders of MOTU. She snorted in derision even 
as she voiced that thought to Jimmy. They might think they were masters of the universe, but 
they hadn't mastered her yet. And they wouldn't. 

They looked human enough, but stood out because they wore purple robes and plastic 
sandals, and had their heads shaved. They looked odd because of their characteristically round 
heads, too. In profile, their faces were very flat with small, pointed noses but, from the front, 
their heads appeared oddly round. "Like a bunch of big, fat zeros," Linda said, and giggled. They 
had titles such as Messenger Dirk, or Messenger William. If one turned up with the name 
"Messenger Bert,' she would arrange to have him blown up. 

Linda knew how to behave and speak in public, so the Messengers wouldn't suspect who she 
was. Over the following several few days, she walked among the people, drawing up new plans. 
Now, with Jimmy to protect, she was determined to defeat them. Of course, if President Tegra- 
Duran would conveniently wake up and tell the Messengers what happened to the first black 
sphere, maybe they'd all just fade away and she could get back to living her life. Whatever that 
might have been. She didn't remember much about it now. 

The odd thing was that Jimmy had mentioned Tegra-Duran. Some of the time he cried, 
which broke her heart, and some of the time he seemed to be talking, but the words were so 
garbled she couldn't understand him. But every now and then, maybe when she'd done something 
just right with his wiring, he would speak a few plain words. Often the words were 'nanorobot' or 


‘virus.' The words he spoke had no logical sequence but gave her hope that she'd be able to bring 
him back to full health. 


Day 230 

Linda spoke to her diary. "Diary, after two weeks of careful observation, I realize that I 
stand no chance of offering any fact to these deluded humans that could persuade believers into 
realizing that these so-called Messengers walking among us are deceptive and deceitful. It 
grieves me to realize that, through no fault of their own, my fellow humans are trapped under 
mind control. Therefore, I can't blame, persecute, or feel pity for them for their lack of clarity. 
It's clear that my people can be freed only by means of subterfuge." 

Linda walked to the delicatessen she had lately begun frequenting for coffee, snacks, and 
some information. She had become a master of moving unrecognized among the people, and in a 
small way, it was good to see humans alive and under the sun again, though she couldn't believe 
that their minds were functioning normally. The MOTU religion had existed for years on the 
fringes of society, but few had bothered with it. Now all of them were bowing down to the Holy 
Messengers. The Holy Joes. But maybe she was wrong about all that; she knew she couldn't trust 
anything she saw or thought. 

"The plan I have is deceptively simple. I know humanity well enough to know that I can't 
sway fanatics, but I might be able to pit one deceiver against another. The real question is 
whether the spheres have copied every trait of humanity in these new forms they've taken. I'm 
gambling that, along with the physical appearance, they must have human weaknesses. Those I 
can exploit." 

At a small table in front of the delicatessen, Linda basked in the noonday sun. She found it 
difficult to be in the dark now, even in shade. "I can try to fight fire with fire," she said softly, so 
no one could overhear her. "I will deceive the deceivers, and bait them to fight among 
themselves. If all goes well, I should be able to report again soon with successful news. End 
diary." 

Linda spent the better part of an hour enjoying the sun, her coffee growing cold as she held 
the mug tightly in her hands. Finally, approached by several people wanting to strike up 
conversations about their new god and about becoming masters of the universe because that's 
what would happen if they believed in the deity, Linda politely excused herself and wandered the 
streets back to her small room, where she and Jimmy lived now that she'd perfected her own 
disguise. 

Of course, the new god was a ‘him,’ she thought. She itched to call the god ‘her,’ just for fun, 
but she'd heard enough of the propaganda from the old MOTU that it was pointless to endure all 
that again. None of it was true, anyway. 

With the operator now active, thanks to the return of the power grid, Linda spent hours 
scanning the blink program's parameters, looking for applications she could hack, which was 
something most electricians were trained to do. Her room was sparse and small, but it did have a 
large open-air deck and she spent almost all her time working there, either with the operator, or 
with Jimmy. 

She began by downloading the texts used by the Holy Messengers in each city to preach to 
their congregations. By altering, just slightly, the meanings or references of the texts, she created 
differing versions for the masses of each city. She made absolutely certain that neighboring cities 
heard different meanings. 

This had the effect of having Messenger Dirk preach that to sell one's daughter into slavery 


was acceptable, but only if she was sold to someone in a different city. Then Linda would hack 
Messenger William's same presentation planned for the congregation in his neighboring city, but 
instead, the daughter could be sold into slavery to anyone with enough money, the city not being 
at all important. 

In one city, Messenger Gregory preached that to beat your wife was an optional act of love 
from a man, blessed by god because it would guide the woman toward acceptable behavior. 
However, Messenger Philip's same presentation his city's people stated that beating your wife 
was absolutely necessary and commanded by god, and should be done often and without mercy, 
to help guide the woman's thinking. 

It took a while, but eventually the media began to report on the monitors the discrepancies 
between preachings in different cities. Soon, to live in a city that held a different belief from 
another city meant that one city became lesser, somehow different, and thus resented. All the 
while, the black spheres were confused and began questioning why different spheres would 
present such radically different opinions. Linda was careful enough to cover her tracks digitally, 
to ensure that it truly appeared that each Holy Joe was telling a different version of what they 
wanted people to believe. 

The Messengers and their nanorobots could control the minds of humanity only to a limited 
degree, and this new controversy was making it more difficult for them to find the answers they 
wanted. Humanity might be painfully slow in thinking when compared to the brilliance of the 
black spheres, but now this speed gap was one thing Linda could really exploit. 


Day 260 

Trying not to giggle, Linda said, "Diary, it's hard to believe a month has gone by, it passed 
so quickly. My plan of deceiving the deceivers has gone exceptionally well, to the extent that the 
congregations of cities are now starting to scream at and argue with one another, or at least to 
argue bitterly against the teachings of various Holy Joes." 

Linda often giggled as she recorded her thoughts. She didn't realize that it worked in her 
favor to be somewhat insane, for her imagination came up with ever more illogical twists of the 
teachings of the spheres in ways they had never conceived. 

"The idea that one person cannot start a revolt is a thing of the past. With so much 
information easy for me to access, I will have no problem showing the false nature these beings 
represent. They are clever, though. It didn't take them long to realize I had hacked their servers, 
and they thought they could throw me off by switching tactics. Rather than creating their daily 
teachings in digital form, they tried switching to hard copies. I simply hacked their hard form 
productions before they were printed and switched their words to what I wanted to say, easy 
peasy." 

As time went on, Linda was subject to frequent uncontrolled fits of giggles, especially when 
she was playing with Jimmy. She fought hard to suppress them but had little success. "I have to 
admit that humans sound more pleasant the way they are now. I bet not one of them would say 
shit, even with a whole mouth full of it." This turned her giggles to laughter; now she was really 
fighting hard to keep some semblance of sanity. 

She often wept over Jimmy, though. No matter how she worked on him, she couldn't get 
him to function properly. And he did that kitten mewling more and more. 

That night, over the media monitors, came news about a group of young men in 
confrontation. This would be the first of many such outbreaks as devout believers who were 
certain that they were the ones spiritually correct, sat in judgement of others, and resorted to 


violence in order to "prove" it. The black spheres were little prepared to play the role of police. 

"It's perfect!" Linda thought, as she watched the news reports. It would now become 
increasingly difficult for the black spheres to control what they themselves had started and, over 
time, the disorder and chaos were certain to grow. 


Day 265 

There were fires burning in city streets as different groups of believers, mostly young men, 
fought each other. Groups of youths had taken to descending on cities where they felt the people 
had strayed from the true path and marched, chanting, before they sent buildings up in flames. 

Linda danced near one of the fires, ranting wildly, caught up in all the excitement, her 
growing mental disorganization getting the better of her once-good judgement. 

"Diary, diary, diary, you should really be here to see this!" Linda shouted as the crowds 
surged against each other in the bitterness and intensity of absolute fanaticism. Everything not 
bolted down became a weapon, even people who were not strong enough to defend themselves. 
The black spheres were now having to reveal their true natures in order to instill fear and 
reestablish control, morphing from Messengers in their gaudy purple robes to light shafts and 
large, oily black spheres. People's minds were still controlled but, subconsciously, those who 
witnessed these odd transformations instinctively knew something was not right. 

"I did not sow seeds of doubt so you could sew body bags!" Linda shouted at one youth who 
was hitting a young girl, who had made the mistake of getting separated from her group. 

It was fortunate that the mob's shouting drowned out what Linda was yelling, or she might 
have become a target. Unable to just stand by, she rushed to the young girl's side and tried to 
push the man off her. 

The young girl turned on her, snarling. "Leave him alone! He has a right to hit me!" The girl 
picked up a rock and began striking Linda with it. 

Linda punched the young girl in the face, causing her to black out and collapse into a 
motionless heap at Linda's feet. 

The young man directed an angry movement toward Linda and, recognizing danger, she 
snapped back to relative sanity, slipping away into the darkness beyond the fire. 

Back in her room, she related the story to Jimmy, finishing with, "And that's the thanks I got 
for trying to be a hero! That stupid religion has turned my people into idiots." 

There was no response from Jimmy except what sounded like a kitten crying, and suddenly 
Linda realized this was the only sound he'd made for the past few days. She looked at the 
delicate tools on her little work bench and then at her clever hands. Tears slid down her cheeks. 

She had to face the fact that she hadn't fixed Jimmy, that she couldn't fix him. He'd suffered 
too much torture at the hands of the black spheres. He was too broken to be mended. 

Linda picked up the robot and cradled him in her arms. "My Jimmy, my little boy, I love 
you so much." 

It hit her then. She'd been torturing him, too. Horrified, she clutched him tighter to her 
breast. "Oh, baby, what can I do to make up for that?" 

But she knew what must be done. Gently, reluctantly, she slid open the panel to his brain, 
found the switch she was looking for, and turned him off. 

The robot's small body crumpled to inert metal and plastic in her arms, and she laid it on the 
blanket. Then she put her hands over her face and wept. 

No more Jimmy, no more little boy to talk to. She was alone. Again. 


Chapter 11 ~ Rocky 
Day 266 


Linda's voice was weighted with sorrow and guilt as she bandaged her knuckles, which were 
still oozing blood. "Diary, it's hard to believe, but I have voluntarily returned to the darkness. I'm 
back living in the basement after yesterday's disaster. As much as I hate the darkness, I feel I can 
no longer be among people. All night I could hear the sounds of shouts outside, and had to fight 
hard to make myself remain inside. I'm sure that if I go out among people now, I'll kill 
someone." 

She choked back a sob. "My mind is dark, too, now that Jimmy's gone. His body is still here 
beside me, but that's all I have left of him." 

"I don't know how much longer I can stay inside. I really want to go outside and crack a few 
skulls. The very idea that people start fights over the spheres' scripture is so ridiculous I can't 
imagine any intelligent human doing it. It's laughable. I'm beginning to think saving this planet is 
just a waste of time. End diary." 


Day 270 

The black spheres were forced to reform into their original shapes and put humanity back to 
sleep to regain control. Total darkness had returned and now it didn't matter where Linda spent 
her time; the sun was just a memory. She found the dark, oppressive world almost unbearable 
after her short but wonderful time of being back in warm sunlight. 

This caused her to make a mistake. She blinked to the only place on the planet where she'd 
found sunlight before, the bottling plant. But the spheres had guessed what she might do and laid 
a trap for her. When she arrived in the main lobby, she landed right in front of a lone sphere in 
human form. 

"Operator, blink!" Linda yelled. 

But the spheres had turned off the power the moment she arrived, and the operator didn't 
respond. 

"You have caused us much grief, little one." The Holy Messenger's voice was mocking. "I'm 
afraid we simply cannot let you continue to run wild." 

As many times as Linda had felt the urge to just give up and stop struggling, that wasn't 
going to happen this time. Cornered, she would always fight. 

"Our quest is very important," the Messenger continued, unclasping his hands to run his 
fingers over his shaven head. "We must learn the reason for the disappearance of our brother. 
However, we are beginning to understand that this tragedy must have been perpetrated by 
someone like you." 

Linda heard the humanoid's words but had no idea what he was talking about. She needed 
more information. "That's right," she said, "it was someone just like me that disappeared your 
brother, so if you don't want the same thing to happen to you, I suggest you turn tail and run now 
while you still can!" She snarled at the Messenger, but couldn't smother the insane giggling that 
followed. 

"Your kind does not appear able to grasp our needs. That is why we surround your world. 
Please, little one, if you have any knowledge of where our brother is, speak now." 

The Messenger's pleas seemed to offer no harm to her, but Linda didn't waver. The building 
was constructed of clear glass, and she knew exactly where her target was. She sprang to assault 


him. "Don't call me little one!" she growled. These beings should never have invaded her world 
and should never have underestimated her intelligence. Nor should they have underestimated her 
determination to survive. 

She had remembered an old saying, "people in glass houses should never throw stones." And 
she was going to do just that. Being an electrician, it was easy for her to switch the polarity on all 
the production lines, sending everything into reverse. 

The bottles began striking one another and crashing off the production lines onto the floor, 
shattering into razor-sharp shards. The machines bucked and shook violently, eventually tearing 
loose from the floor and toppling over, creating more glass breakage. The glass house was 
crashing down on the Holy Messenger. The being was caught off guard and lurched back and 
forth, trying to avoid the shards of glass that fell everywhere, trying in vain to protect his head. 

During the commotion, Linda slipped out of the building and ran to the safety of the woods 
nearby. She found a small cave and retreated into the darkness to catch her breath. 

"Maybe the humans aren't worth saving," she muttered, "but I'm never going to let those 
bastards catch me!" 


Day 300 

She hacked off a large chunk of cake with a knife. "Diary, I can't remember what day it is, 
but I want to celebrate my birthday, so I decided today should be the day. It's as good as any 
other. My basement hide-out is very sturdy and I'm guessing I've been in here at least three days. 
That was one hell of a walk from the bottling plant to this small town, and when I got here the 
only thing I could find to eat was some rotted food. But then I found a small cake, in a bake shop 
up the road. So, it's happy birthday to me, happy birthday to me, happy birthday, dear Linda, 
happy birthday to me!" 

She greedily shoved the chunk of cake into her mouth. "Ah! That's terrible!" Linda stuffed 
more cake in her mouth. 

"Anyway, that idiot Bert has been hanging around again, and he said something about me 
being a jerk. Can you believe this, he actually asked me if I was proud of what I did!" 

"I told him that Messenger attacked me first; I was just defending myself." Linda now had 
gobs of icing all over her fingers and was licking them with pleasure as she continued to 
mumble. "Bert's the one who's a jerk. I told him that if these invaders who are holding my world 
hostage would leave, I wouldn't have to keep attacking them. The bastard actually thinks that I 
enjoy hiding, and fighting with guerilla tactics but, truth be told, I would rather be back at work." 

Linda was finding it more difficult now to understand what was real and what wasn't. "I told 
Bert I don't care if they look human. They're not! I will try and kill as many of them as I can. I'll 
kill every stinkin’ one if I have to." She had come to believe that she was killing the Messengers 
but, in fact, not one of them had died by her hand. It was completely impossible for her to have 
killed a sphere but, in her mind, she had killed hundreds. 

Her mind was not completely out of commission, however. In the corner of the small room, 
was an all-too-real explosive she had been building. "So, I've got the timer worked out and I just 
need a better trigger." She continued to mutter as she finished the last of the cake and wiped her 
hands over the layers of filth that had built up on the pants she wore. It was a long time since she 
had bathed or changed her clothing and the dirt on her clothing penetrated through to her skin. 
Her hair was longer now and unkempt; her face had the look of someone driven and tortured. 

"I figure by tomorrow I should have this bomb working. I just have to find a safe route to 
where these bastards live so I can shove it up their asses! End diary for now." Linda leaned back 


against the cold corner of a wall in her dark basement and quickly fell fast asleep. 


Day 301 

What Linda had created in the confines of her basement room was what most people 
assumed was impossible, a thorium bomb. It was small and compact, the parts readily available 
except for the thorium. This particular item she had liberated from a nearby power reactor. These 
small energy stations were all the rage, for they could easily provide enough wattage to supply a 
good-sized town. Thorium was usually considered a stable element, but what she had created 
was more deadly than the nuclear weapons of old Earth. 

With the bomb in her backpack, she confidently walked out into the darkness of the little 
town and began trudging down the deserted road toward the nearest city. 

Because of Bert grumbling in her ear about the futility of this endeavor, Linda almost didn't 
see the raccoon. It darted past quickly in the darkness, startling her. The last thing she expected 
to see was another entity alive and moving around. But she walked on and, after several hours, 
decided to stop and eat a snack in a grove of trees just off the road. 

The raccoon appeared again. Growling and hissing, it ran around Linda's small camp, 
obviously interested in the food she was eating. She tossed some meat to the little raccoon. It ate 
quickly, then resumed growling and hissing. 

"Okay, if you're going to keep that up, I won't give you any more food!" Linda had no idea if 
the raccoon was real or a delusion. Her lack of fear seemed to impress the animal, which stopped 
hissing and cocked its head sideways. It stared at Linda and rubbed its paws together, waiting 
patiently to see what would happen next. 

Linda tossed out more food, which promptly disappeared down the raccoon's throat. "Well, I 
guess you must be real, because I'm running out of food. Either that or I'm tossing food on the 
dirt and imagining it being eaten." Still not quite sure that the raccoon was actually there, she 
picked up a stick and reached out to poke at it, as it gobbled up more food. It reacted to the poke 
by snarling and growling at the stick. 

"That felt real enough," Linda said cautiously, wondering if this raccoon meant to do her 
harm. "Tell you what, it's you and me against the world. You promise not to hurt me, and I 
promise not to hurt you.” 

She felt less confident now. The raccoon resumed the posture of rubbing its paws and 
cocking its head to stare at Linda. "Well, let's hope that means we understand each other." 

Linda decided she needed to get some sleep. Worried that the raccoon would attack her, she 
only dozed, eyes open, for as long as she could. Then exhaustion overtook her, and she fell fast 
asleep. A few hours later, she awoke to the feeling of thick fur pressed against her back, and the 
sounds of soft snoring. Hoping for the best, she went to sleep again. 

When Linda next awoke, the raccoon was gone. That made her sad; she really wanted the 
company. She turned to the diary. "Diary, it appears that I'm not alone in the world, after all. I 
found a raccoon to sleep with last night. Oh, rats, that sounded terrible! Sleep with in the sense of 
sleeping, not sleeping with, is what I meant. Why the hell am I explaining this to you? Damn it, I 
must be crazy. End diary." 


Day 306 
Linda had spent the better part of the morning grumbling to herself about not having a 
vehicle. Being forced to walk everywhere instead of blinking just seemed wrong. She swore to 
herself that the next museum she found, she was going to steal a car or something. Then she 


remembered stealing Bella, the little pink bicycle. Whatever had happened to Bella? She couldn't 
remember. 

Laughing to herself, Linda realized that the idea of stealing a car was silly; no one was 
awake to mind. Then she realized that a car would have no fuel and there was none for sale. Her 
laughing intensified. 

Soon she stopped to eat, and the raccoon appeared again. "I'm going to call you Rocky. 
That's a character from the mythology of old Earth." When she'd fed the raccoon all the food she 
had, it disappeared again. 

She kept on walking, gathering food when she could, her destination unclear. There was 
nothing to guide her but her delusions. "Well, Rocky, this bomb is getting heavy and I'm tired of 
carrying it," Linda said, hoping that the raccoon was somewhere close enough to hear her. 

Having the raccoon as her companion had dispelled the uncomfortable delusion of Bert 
appearing randomly to gripe in her ear. For that reason, too, Linda was grateful for the animal's 
presence. 

Then she saw something emanating light and stopped dead in her tracks. It had appeared on 
the horizon and was definitely not a light shaft being, one of those creatures she'd seen before. 
The light looked almost like daylight, and she was suddenly sure that this was her destination. 

As Linda got closer, the shape became clear. The building was circular, with lights shining 
all around the edge of the roof, reflecting off a golden surface. Four square stone towers stood 
evenly and solidly around the perimeter. The building didn't suit the forested surroundings, for it 
was gaudily ostentatious and sprawled over far too much space. So far, she couldn't see guards or 
other protections, but this place was surely a trap. Nothing so commanding could ever be 
considered a safe haven for any traveler. 

As Linda continued her approach with the utmost caution, a neon symbol on the side of the 
building became clear: a crescent moon sheltering a plus sign. She knew that sign; it was 
supposed to mean a new and better life. 

Linda started to giggle. In her reading of history, she'd seen pictures of outhouses used on 
old Earth thousands of years before. One of the main features appeared to be a half moon cut into 
the door. To let in light, presumably. 

But here, with a plus sign in it? An outhouse on steroids! 

Yes, she thought, this is an outhouse on steroids and, when I blow it up, there's going to be 
an almighty stink! 


Chapter 12 ~ Captured 
Day 306 


Linda prowled through the shadows like an alley cat, and found a way into the huge, 
sprawling building. Why was the building round, she wondered? Then bit back the fit of giggles 
that threatened to erupt. It was made to look like a sphere, of course. They were so egotistical, 
they'd naturally make their structures look like them. 

Sometimes she thought that she caught a glimpse of Rocky nearby, and whispered caution to 
her furry friend. They were entering a strange place with strange customs, for in many large 
rooms, she observed Holy Messengers, their purple robes swirling around their ankles, along 
with humans, all chanting and waving their arms around. She could not make out the words, or 
whether they even spoke a language she might understand. 

These Messengers were truly alien invaders and deserved to be driven out. She was sorry 
about the humans but if they were so stupid as to believe the Messengers, then maybe they 
should die, too. It was good that the bomb she packed promised a magnitude of destruction 
previously unknown to humanity. She placed it near the altar in an empty room. On the walls 
around her she saw images of men, powerful-looking men, none of whom she'd ever seen before. 

It took what felt like an eternity to steal silently back out of the building. She had set the 
bomb trigger for sixty minutes, so time was important. Running fast, she hoped to clear the blast 
radius and duck into a small garage she had passed on her route to this peculiar building. 

Linda surprised herself by getting to the bunkered garage with time to spare. Then it hit her. 
"Oh, my god! Rocky! No!" 

Tears filled her eyes. He was the only other living and moving thing on the planet and he'd 
become terribly important to her. She ran out of her bunker, wild-eyed and frenzied, calling for 
her furry friend. But he didn't appear. Panicking, she decided she could get back to the bomb, 
turn it off, and surrender to the aliens in time to keep Rocky from perishing. 

At a dead run, she bolted back to the building, taking long strides to cover the ground faster. 
But she fell short. The violent explosion tore her from the ground, defying gravity, and threw her 
back toward her bunker. She tumbled through the air helpless, as the blast burned her body, 
destroying her clothing. Her hair was engulfed in flames and shards of debris tore her flesh. She 
bled profusely. Her ears felt dead, and her head rang, as she sobbed and cried for Rocky. 

She landed in a crumpled mess of broken, burned, and bleeding flesh, lying on the ground 
just shy of the place she'd chosen for safety. The physical pain she felt was no match for the pain 
she felt in her heart for Rocky. 

In the next moment, the pain was gone. Linda was unconscious. 


Day 330 
Linda woke from her coma yet again, and said, "Diary." The blink system did not respond 
because it had been turned off, but Linda's habit of reporting would not be denied. "They have 
me and it's finally over. I don't know where I am. It could be in a spaceship, or even on another 
world. Every time I open my eyes, the area around me is different, as if I am being moved from 
place to place. Faces appear sometimes. The faces speak, but I can’t hear them. I think I might be 
deaf now. Rocky, Rocky, why did I let you go?" Linda drifted back into sleep. 


Day 336 

The blink system was back on, the voice of the operator again active and irritating in Linda's 
head. Her diary had kept track of the days since the explosion, and Linda tried to remember what 
had happened over the nearly four weeks she'd been out of commission but drew a blank. 

Now, she found herself in an open field, surrounded by green grass and flowers. No doubt it 
was a delusion. Just a few feet from her stood a Messenger, his hands folded together, waiting 
patiently to be noticed. 

"Shit! You’re still here?" Linda blurted, as she became aware of the alien. 

"If you wish for it, little one, I can provide you with sustenance," the being offered politely. 

"I don’t need your magic for that. Operator, bring water, please." This time her magic trick 
failed, for she had destroyed the bottling plant weeks ago. 

Linda rose from the ground to face the Messenger. "I can’t do that anymore, but if I could, I 
would blink a drink for you too. Just to prove that science and technology can do today what you 
claim to have done in the past. You see, I have figured out who you are." 

Linda pointed her finger in the Messenger's round face. Before the being could respond, 
Linda rushed on. "I remember the old stories of Earth, and I remember why we left you and your 
kind behind when we moved to new planets. You have always meant trouble and grief for 
humanity. Your lies and deceptions have led to wars and famine, though you claim to be helpful. 
But you're only ever helpful to those who accept everything you say and bow down to your 
commands. Or to those that, for whatever reason, you think good enough to save. It was like you 
were running a lottery; buy a ticket and hope to win. Pathetic!" 

"My child, we mended your wounds. We fed and clothed you; we anointed your skin with 
fine oils, and we housed you till you were healed. Do you not understand that we mean you no 
harm, that we are here only to help you?" The Messenger's voice exuded a sick, sweet kindness. 

"The truth is right there in the way you speak,” Linda said. "Your kind wouldn't say shit if 
you had a mouth full of it! You have no notion of reality or truth. It's always a game for you, 
getting people to follow you even if it means their demise. Just for once, be honest! Stop the bull 
shit and tell me one more time why you're here again, causing the entire world to sleep!" 

What she said was true. The black spheres hadn't asked questions when they first arrived. No 
matter what they claimed to be looking for, she knew somehow that they had arrived intending to 
conquer, to impose their will, and maybe ask questions later. 

The Messenger ignored her question and segued to a different topic, a ploy typical of 
dictators in times past. "Child, we come in peace. We have come to liberate your minds from 
deceitful thought, to guide you toward a better path, one that we are willing to give to your kind 
through our beneficial ways." 

"I dare you to call me 'child' just one more time! I dare you. See what happens!" Linda 
moved aggressively toward the being, which responded by backing away. 

Finally, the Messenger seemed to relent. "One of our kind was removed from existence by 
someone on your planet. We are here to find out how your kind was able to do that. It's an 
important question because none of you have the power to do such a thing." 

"Finally, a real question!" Linda clenched her fists. This whole affair was over one idiotic 
missing light shaft and, for that, she'd spent almost a year in torment. 

"I remember when that happened," she said, "A black sphere appeared in the sky above our 
world, intending to destroy us and the world. I'm sure everyone who was alive then remembers 
that day because it was broadcast all over the planet on every monitor. Your sphere accused us of 
doing something we had had no part in, and when our president tried to negotiate, it attacked us." 


Though this had happened a very long time ago, the memory still had the power to upset her. 

"Yes, yes, we have come to understand that much from those humans we have contained. 
The question is, how was it done?" The Holy Messenger seemed to be genuinely seeking an 
answer. 

"Contained? That's what you call it? Containment! You have contained an entire planet over 
that question? The only person alive who knows the answer is our president. Go ask him and 
leave the rest of us alone!" Linda was beside herself with rage over the knowledge that all this 
torture had all been done for one simple question. 

"We cannot leave, my child. Your deceptive and deceitful ways cannot be allowed to 
continue. You have turned from the righteous path and need to be guided back. We will remain 
here on your world and, after we have discovered how your president removed our brother from 
existence, we will begin guiding this world back toward The Light. Can you identify the 
president to us, so that we may ask him?" 

The alien's response sent a shiver down Linda's back. She was right; they never planned to 
release humanity, even if they did get the answer they wanted. 

"I warned you never to call me a child again!" Linda scooped up a handful of dirt and 
launched it into the eyes of the Messenger. It cowered for just a moment, long enough for Linda 
to body check the being to the ground. 

She yelled at the blink operator, "Operator, president's office, blink!" 


Day 337 

Linda gasped, "Diary, I'm running for my very life. They've learned my patterns. And 
they're smart, but not desperate, because they think they've got me, so they're just being steadily 
persistent in their harassment. I've been ducking in and out of buildings, trying to shake the 
screeching half-stunned humans they wake up, the ones that the spheres send to find me." 

Linda had dashed into a sports complex, finding cover within the twists and turns of the 
crowded shopping aisles. She threw a two-pound weight into a pile of precariously balanced 
stability balls in the next aisle. That started a chain reaction of sports products crashing to the 
floor, meant to deceive her seekers into going in a different direction. 

"Damn, it's hard to shake a city's worth of people! Okay, Bert, I'm running out of ideas. I 
could use your ideas now." She was so desperate she was grasping at anything or anybody for 
help. 

Strangely, Bert appeared next to a small door. Whether he was a delusion or not, that door 
could be an escape route. She had to try it. Linda bolted headlong through the door and slammed 
it behind her. She found herself in a room packed with equipment. Monitors hung everywhere. 
She realized this was the store's observation and security office, used to track the movements of 
shoppers. This was not done to prevent or punish theft, as that was a thing of the past, but instead 
for behaviors in purchasing. 

"Well, there's a good idea! I'll just tie into the grid's security system, and upload to the main 
bus system." 

A few moments later, she exclaimed, "Voila! I can see you! All of you!" 

Linda had hacked into the city's security monitor and now had a bird's eye view of what the 
alien Messengers were doing on every street and neighborhood. "Two can play this game, and 
now I really have the edge." She began looking for patterns, watching to see how these beings 
used humanity to search for her. 

The pattern they employed was similar to an electrical circuit; it started in one area and then 


traveled to an adjacent section, like the view of a computer's circuit board from above. Humans 
were activated, used, then put back to sleep, following these patterns. 

"They're not doing a grid search. Well, that helps," Linda muttered, as she scanned different 
areas. 

Being an electrician, Linda understood the circuit patterns well, and knew how to take 
advantage of this. As her internal blink system recorded the patterns, she began plotting methods 
to avoid detection. When she had gathered enough data and, with the security system securely 
hacked into her blink network, Linda now had a constant virtual display of all the Messengers’ 
actions. The equipment had enabled her to enter stealth mode, and she was now undetectable. 


Day 350 

For several days, Linda moved easily around the city, confident that her presence in any area 
was only known to the Messengers long after she had left that area. This was true, but her 
delusional mind had formed patterns of its own to try maintaining some sense of sanity, and the 
aliens had discovered this. In the game of prediction, the aliens had the advantage because they 
were not emotional or delusional. Not about pattern searches, at least. 

Linda followed the grid patterns of a circuit board, avoiding detection, into a local mall. 
Now that she was clean once more, she was desperate to remain clean, and this had become an 
obsession. Every day, she found stores where she could wash, change clothing, and take on a 
new appearance. Sometimes dressed in bizarre outfits, sometimes in business suits, her costumes 
were never the same twice. 

Now the Messengers set a trap, one she had no hope of escaping. They had lucked into her 
location and tracked her until she entered an area where they could capture her. 

As she entered a mall and began browsing the clothing stores, the aliens locked down the 
building. The humans who had been tracking her were quickly guided out to the street while 
Linda was preoccupied, and the whole building was left vacant. 

When she finally realized that she was alone, it was too late. This time, the aliens gave 
Linda no chance to plan. They pounced on her, confining her with a stasis field of strong force 
gravity. This was far stronger than the weak force gravity humans experienced every day, and 
was not only powerful, but pliable. The aliens simply dialed up the force and flattened Linda to 
the floor. 

They spread-eagled her face-down on the cold, hard floor, then stripped her of all her 
clothes. 

There was nothing she could do but watch the feet, clad in plastic sandals, and the hems of 
purple robes, which now moved past her head as they circled her vulnerable body. 


Chapter 13 ~ Charger R/T 
Day 350 


On planet Crest, Tegra-Duran was literally wearing a path in the carpet of his office. After 
almost twelve months, he had nearly lost hope that he would ever be able to go home to New 
Eden, and Gerdra, and his life there. Sick with worry over his wife and his people, he'd had no 
choice but to throw himself into his work in the lab. 

Long ago, Charger R/T, the Prime Tasker, and almost all the First Ones had been sacrificed 
to get rid of just one black sphere. There had been nothing that Tegra-Duran alone could do 
about it and certainly he'd be helpless against thousands. His investigation crew had been put to 
sleep, and Tasker 42F had no doubt been destroyed. The last of its communications, many weeks 
ago now, had been disjointed and meaningless. Linda, the electrician, was the only human 
awake, and her journal entries not only reflected a mind gone mad with loneliness and fear, but 
also with the futility of her resistance against the spheres. Her words confirmed Tegra's suspicion 
that turning himself over to the black spheres would only result in his own death, not the freeing 
of New Eden and its people. 

A couple of thousand people lived on Crest, and triple that on Mars. The human race might 
survive, but the losses it would suffer were crushing. During his weekly meetings with his staff, 
Tegra tried to maintain a positive attitude, but sometimes everyone broke down and cried. 

He sat now at his desk, twisting a polished jasper palm stone in his fingers, and thought 
about the destruction of Earth by the alien Grays. Back in 2300 CE, Earth had been entirely 
covered in a five-foot thick layer of hot iron shards, which killed billions of people. That had 
been before his time, but he knew now how the survivors on New Eden and the world ship must 
have felt. 

Tegra buzzed his assistant, Nigel. When the young man appeared, Tegra noticed he had lost 
weight. "Aren't you eating properly?" 

"As well as I can, sir. But most of the time I'm just not hungry." 

That had to be depression, Tegra thought. "Tell me what to talk about at the meeting tonight, 
Nigel. I'm running out of cheerful messages of hope. We all need a boost." 

"We need a hero," Nigel said. 

"The only hero we ever had was that bastard Charger R/T," Tegra said. "And he's bound in a 
time-lock, which is buried below a huge statue we built to him in Eur. There's no way we can let 
him out." 

Or was there? 

No. Blinking to Eur would attract the attention of the spheres long before he could get 
equipment together to dig the thing out of the concrete. 

"Sit down, Nigel," he said. "Think about what I'm going to say tonight." 


x 


Charger R/T sat on a large asteroid orbiting Mars, trying to figure out where and when he 
was. 'Where' wasn't that hard; he'd spent some years on Mars as plain Charger. But 'when' was a 
problem. 

He recalled past events, going back to the very beginning in 2050, when he'd been just 
ordinary Henry, a patriotic young man with an extraordinary talent for math. He'd joined up to 


fight the savage aliens attacking Earth, and volunteered for conversion into a Hyborg. Hyborgs 
were twice the size of the average man, with scaly armor, and so ugly that their mere appearance 
terrified most people. They'd been programmed to help humans and, as Charger, he'd done that 
for better than four hundred years, until he died. 

Much later, the Taskers had resurrected his DNA and recreated him as Charger R/T, 
resurrected terminus, or living dead, for the humans again needed a hero to protect them. He was 
still programmed to help humanity, but the Taskers had given him great power and the ability to 
develop absolute power. One of these days, very soon, he would break the code linking him to 
humanity, the leash tying him, like a tame pit bull, to their wishes. In the meantime, he bounced 
through space and time, still looking like a Hyborg. But his appearance was now only a minute, 
partial representation of the power and presence he actually wielded. 

In 4255 CE, Jet had sent him back through time with the QEP drive in order to kill Abarth, 
who'd been sent off only hours before. But the drive had malfunctioned and, instead of appearing 
on Crest in 2205, where Abarth had gone, he'd been bouncing randomly here, there, and 
everywhere. This had not improved his hair-trigger short temper. But, as his vast powers grew 
even stronger, so did his understanding of the scientific basis for time travel. Soon he'd find a 
way to control these time jumps. After all, he'd always been good at math. 

The scenery was spectacular and so were some of the effects he'd lived through. But those 
things didn't interest him. He needed to kill Abarth, a one-man plague who had nearly destroyed 
humanity and might succeed next time if he wasn't stopped. 

In the last place he'd been, somewhere so far out in space that he had no idea where it was, 
he'd been fractured into seven versions of himself, like he was being seen through a prism 
instead of reflected from a mirror. He was a goddamn rainbow. There was a red Charger R/T and 
a blue Charger R/T, and an orange Charger R/T, and so on. 

The worst of it was that each one of his selves had a different attitude. His red self was 
fighting mad, the yellow self kept smiling like a ray of sunshine, the green self just wanted to sit 
quietly, contemplate the landscape, and think peaceful thoughts. 

It drove him nuts. 

But, for now, he had no control over where he went or how long he stayed in any particular 
time or place. He often found himself yanked from one time stream and deposited somewhere 
else quite unexpectedly. Each time, he grew more angry and more out of control. If he could just 
get back to where he'd started, he'd force Jet to fix the QEP drive. Abarth had to be destroyed 
before he caused any more deaths. 

Light and consciousness faded for what felt like maybe two seconds, and Charger R/T 
exploded, with flashes of jagged light and ear-cracking thunder, into the middle of a modern city. 
His landing, as always, destroyed the surface for miles around. 

The sky above his head was pitch black. Well, that was something new, landing in the 
middle of the night. Then slowly he realized the black sky above held no stars, no moon. What 
the fuck? 

But darkness was never a problem for Charger R/T's enhanced vision. When he moved 
beyond the area of the blast, he could see that humans everywhere were lying apparently dead or 
unconscious on the ground. He looked inside the first intact building he came to, and the 
situation was the same. 

Charger R/T scowled up at the blackness. The whole reason for his long existence was to 
protect humanity. But apparently, the explosion he'd just caused had killed these humans. He 
could lay the guilt for that at Jet's door. He had to figure out the math soon, and learn to control 


his time travel. 

In the meantime, he had no idea 'when' or 'where' he was, and no idea how long he would 
remain. 

He started walking. 


Chapter 14 ~ Linda's revenge 
Day 350 


Linda was terrified, her stomach in tight knots and sweat pouring from her skin. She was in 
the most vulnerable position any woman ever had to fear and endure, naked and prone. What 
were these bastards going to do to her? But she knew. 

Her terrors were quickly realized as the Holy Messengers began probing every part of her 
body at the same time. Unable to move, unable to defend herself, all she could do was scream 
her fear and rage. 

It was only after several minutes that she realized her rapists weren't using flesh to penetrate 
her anus, her vagina, her ears, her arm pits, and her mouth and nostrils. They were using what 
felt like cold, hard metal. Screwdrivers? Chisels? Parts of their own bodies hidden under those 
ugly robes? She couldn't tell. And it didn't matter. It was penetration, invasion, humiliation. They 
were showing they could control her, and hurt her, and force her to their will. 

When she wasn't screaming, she heard one of them say, "This is what human men do to 
control their women and that's what she needs. It will straighten her out." And the others 
laughed. She wanted to grab them by their throats and squeeze the life out of them. Or tie them 
up and let ants and birds feast on them. She struggled to lift her arms, or to kick with her feet, but 
she couldn't move. 

As she felt their hands on her, felt their bodies against hers as they levered themselves to 
create more pressure and different angles, as she suffered the pain of the invasion, she cursed 
these beings who claimed a superior and righteous behavior. They were no different from any 
rutting animal that ever walked the surface of any planet. No amount of worship or begging 
forgiveness from imaginary deities could wipe away the stain of such violence. 

The attack went on for hours. Linda passed out several times, but every time she returned to 
consciousness, she was still suffering the same degradation. She could still see nothing but 
sandaled feet walk by her head, hear nothing but their excited breathing and instructions to each 
other for more and exotic probes. Her body was a wracked bundle of pain. She could smell 
nothing but her own sweat, taste nothing but bitterness. 

Finally, it stopped. The beings left Linda a curled ball of crying flesh on the cold mall floor. 
One of them tossed a robe over her and said scornfully, "Cover your shame, woman! And know 
that you are not worthy to live." 

They unlocked the building and left. 


Day 355 

After hours of crying and pain, Linda picked herself up off the floor, staggered to a 
washroom, and began the long process of getting clean again. Her body was torn, bruised, and 
bleeding. Her mind felt the same way. But she was sane enough to find new clothes and to make 
her way back to her basement retreat. 

After a few days of cleansing and healing, she ventured out again. The sky was clear, and 
the sun shone, which meant the Messengers were again leading congregations and would be 
everywhere. Because she wore clothes that matched what most women wore, she didn't think the 
Messengers would recognize her. If they did, however, they left her alone. 

She spent long hours sitting at the food court in the mall, holding in her hands a cup of 
coffee gone cold, struggling to find some way to strike back. 


Slowly and carefully, her mind working more clearly than it had in months, she drew up a 
plan for revenge, a plan so mad and unexpected that its outcome was assured. Linda had spent 
twenty years as an electrician, and harnessed her knowledge to the task of taking revenge on the 
Holy Messengers. 

"Diary, these bastards use gravity, they use the powers of the universe, which are things I 
understand. They are not gods, merely aliens. They have no morals, and now they've crossed the 
line. I will not repeat for the record what these fucks did to me, but they will pay for it." 

"I plan to obliterate as many of the bastards as I can by using the planetary laser defense 
system and the world power grid to overload that system. I don't care if I get caught; the 
retaliation will be a success. The scum won't get away with what they've done, I will make sure 
of that!" 

Linda's grasp of science and electrical engineering was solid and her plan deceptively 
simple. The laser defense system was used primarily to defend the planet from astral bodies that 
might collide with it. Linda employed orbiting satellites, once used to look out into the universe 
for peaceful knowledge, as a reflective surface to redirect the lasers’ destructive powers back to a 
point on the surface of New Eden. The point she deemed appropriate was the huge, new building 
the beings had erected to replace the one she had destroyed with a bomb. 

Linda sent a message out on all available frequencies. "I will tell you where you can find the 
president." Then she walked confidently into the building the alien Messengers used for worship. 
After some time, the Messenger that Linda had met there before came into the room where she 
waited. It wore a triumphant smirk on its round face, a look Linda gleefully anticipated erasing 
permanently. Every planetary laser was overloaded by the world's power grid and focused on this 
one spot, the place where Linda was making her stand. 

"My child, I see you have come to your senses. It was ever pointless to resist us; we have 
always been your masters, guiding you since time began. We will continue to guide your kind 
and will reward you for your faith. Worship with me for a little while. Your information 
regarding the location of the president can wait for a short while." The Messenger turned and 
prostrated itself on the floor. 

When Linda did not respond in kind, the Messenger rose, facing her, and continued to gloat. 
"Child, I can see that it will take some time for you to understand, but we truly mean well for 
your kind. We are a merciful guide, and your acceptance of our ways will benefit you 
immensely. We can show you the true shape of the universe. Your own limited knowledge only 
sees things in three dimensions." 

The Messenger continued. "Would it not surprise you to know that the universe is flat? That 
the stars are like the glowing insects you see in the night's sky, many and diverse? That the fabric 
of the universe is held up at four specific points which we discovered, like great pillars, and that 
the surface of the many worlds we walk are held solid and stable, thanks to us." 

Linda did not respond but stood immovable. 

"Well, this will take more time than I thought. However, you are here to tell me of the 
location of your president. Please enlighten me." 

The Messenger had not paid nearly enough attention to Linda's emotionless stance. 

"Oh, I plan to enlighten you all right!" Linda opened her hand to reveal a small device with a 
single button. With a flick of the switch, the world lasers simultaneously launched an 
unbelievably powerful beam of light that instantly vaporized the building. A crater the size of a 
city now occupied the point this building once occupied. 

From the security monitoring room that Linda had once ducked into for cover and which she 


was again using, she watched the monitors display the complete destruction of the building. She 
wore a wide smile on her face. The biological replica she had sent in her place had done its job 
and, though these constructs were rarely used, she was grateful that a few still existed. 

Linda then turned the world lasers on the other buildings she had identified as belonging to 
the sphere beings and, thanks to the satellites in orbit, she targeted and destroyed them one at a 
time until none remained. 


Chapter 15 ~ Charger R/T 
Day 365 


The spheres retaliated with a vicious savagery that matched Linda's in her destruction of 
their many temples. They destroyed every house and building where she tried to find shelter. 
They indiscriminately killed the humans in those buildings, too, causing Linda to avoid areas 
where her people slept, oblivious to the impending danger. Most of the spheres had now reverted 
to their natural round shapes, and hung in the sky, preventing light from reaching New Eden. 
However, some were still using the form of Holy Messengers, intent on attacking Linda. 

She had resorted to running wild in the woods near a small town, dodging explosions and 
destruction. She was exhausted and looked like a disaster herself, barely dressed and insane 
enough to often burst into uncontrollable laughter. No matter how fast she ran, or how clever she 
thought her brief hiding places, Messengers kept flashing into sight and taunting her from a 
distance. 

When it seemed as if she couldn't run another step and that she'd never escape, Linda ran 
face-first into a solid wall and fell flat on the ground. The wall looked like a monster and had 
likely been sent by the spheres. She didn't care. 

Linda stumbled to her feet and lashed out, "What the fuck are you?" She threw a punch at 
Charger R/T's chest, for that was as high as she could reach, and recoiled, the pain in her fist 
reaching right up to the elbow. 

Charger R/T just stood there, staring at her as if she might be some strange animal he'd 
never seen before. 

Linda dodged to one side and grabbed a large branch that had broken from its tree during the 
last windstorm. She swung wildly at Charger R/T, but her arm muscles were too tired to work 
properly, and she missed. 

He stood there, apparently unmoved. He focused his gaze on her and said, "Where is 
Abarth?" 

What the hell was the monster talking about? Who was Abarth? Maybe the boss of the 
spheres. Maybe that's who he worked for. Maybe he was just waiting for the final word from on 
high before he killed her. 

Suddenly, the reading she'd done about the history of the Mahoud-Earth War surfaced in her 
fractured mind. "Shit, you're a Hyborg!" she screamed. "You're a Hyborg and your name is 
Charger, and you have to do what I say!" She giggled. "I even know the magic words!" 

Linda glanced down at herself. She was nearly naked and completely vulnerable, pushed 
beyond her last iota of strength. Satisfied that she looked nearly as desperate as she felt, she fell 
to her knees in front of the Hyborg and cried, "Help me!" 

Charger R/T scowled. Would humans never learn to look after themselves? 

Undeterred by the scowl, Linda said, "They're trying to kill me!" 

"Who?" 

"It's the black spheres," Linda said, rubbing tears off her dirty cheeks. "They put the humans 
to sleep, except for me. Now they're killing them, too." 

Black spheres! Charger R/T knew about black spheres. On another timeline, he was trapped 
inside a time-lock with the black sphere that had attacked New Eden a thousand years before. 
They'd been fighting for all those years. The black sphere wanted to destroy him and then 
recreate him as a being who would worship and obey. That sphere wouldn't last five seconds 


now; Charger R/T's powers had multiplied beyond any in the universe. 

He glanced up toward the invisible sky and realized why there were no stars. No moon, 
either. The sky was filled with black spheres. He focused his power on the nearest one. It 
shuddered, imploded, and vanished. 

For a few seconds, sunshine lit the area where Linda stood, open-mouthed. Then the other 
spheres closed the gap and recreated false night. 

Linda gaped at Charger R/T. "You have the powers of a god!" What she thought she saw 
was Charger R/T zooming up into the sky, throwing himself deep inside a sphere, destroying it, 
and landing beside her again. But what she had seen was merely a symbol of what he was doing 
with his mind. 

She recovered from the shock. "That's what the spheres think they are, gods." 

Charger R/T grunted. He didn't care what the spheres thought. 

Linda took a deep breath. "They're looking for their brother, the one that disappeared from 
this planet a thousand years ago. They put all the humans to sleep so they could read their minds 
and find out who was responsible. And how it was done." 

"Figures," Charger R/T said. He focused again on the spheres above and, one by one, began 
destroying them. 

Linda stared up at the sky, where she believed she could see Charger physically attacking 
spheres and eliminating them. Was she completely nuts now? Was all this violence and 
destruction taking place over her head just a hallucination, like Bert? If she waited five minutes, 
would the Hyborg laugh at her and vanish? She took another deep breath and decided to go on 
the assumption that he was real, that what he was doing was actually happening. Anyway, it was 
her only hope. 

This Hyborg, this Charger, was the biggest goddamn fucking weapon in the universe, and 
she was going to use that weapon to the limit. If he had any limits. She couldn't fight the spheres 
herself, but she could still think. Maybe she was nuts, but insane people were often cunning, or 
so she'd heard. Linda giggled. 

Unsure of how much time he had before he was bounced through time again, Charger R/T 
continued to attack the spheres, some of which were the size of large asteroids, with diameters of 
around five hundred miles or more. By the time he'd imploded a dozen, the spheres began to 
understand what was happening, and tried to escape into space. 

Charger R/T reached out with his mind and hauled them back. Linda laughed and clapped 
her hands as she watched his brutal, savage assault. Their voices rumbling overhead, the spheres 
tried to negotiate, tried to fool the being who went on destroying them. Charger R/T ignored 
them. 

The Messengers on the ground didn't understand at first what Charger R/T was doing. Then 
they realized that their brothers in the sky were being systematically removed from existence. 
Panicking, they fled toward the town and hid inside a MOTU church. 

Charger R/T wielded his power in space at the speed of light. Soon, the last sphere was 
gone. The sun shone from a clear, blue sky. 

Charger R/T turned to Linda and spoke. "Done!" 

"No," she said, "not done. There are still spheres right here, in the shape of Holy 
Messengers.” She pointed at the MOTU church, built of cedar and glass, with a silver spire. 
"They're in there. They're probably praying." 

Charger R/T grunted. He knew about that habit, too. The black sphere in the time-lock did it 
all the time. Not that it ever seemed to do the sphere any good. He strode to the church and, 


appearing like a gigantic beast to the Messengers, loomed at the main entrance. 

The Messengers all prostrated themselves on the floor, groveling and begging for mercy. 
"We claim sanctuary!" one said. They all pleaded with the strange monster and promised to 
change their ways, desperately trying to negotiate, offering Charger R/T anything at all he might 
want in exchange for sparing them. 

Their arguments and pleading meant nothing to Charger R/T. He had no opinion, good or 
bad, on the behavior of these beings. He had begun as a creation of humanity in a desperate hour 
of need and, though his powers had grown far beyond human understanding, he still played his 
role of saving them. And this time, saving them meant destroying black spheres, whatever their 
appearance. 

Charger R/T was a retribution the Messengers did not understand. These beings had existed 
for billions of years, and interfered with thousands of worlds, but they had never before 
encountered a power so much greater than their own. 

He walked, slow and deliberate, across the floor toward the Messengers, unmoved by their 
begging. His finger reached out and pointed to a Messenger, which simply disappeared as though 
it had never existed. 

Just before his finger pointed to the last one, Linda said, "Wait! Tear this one apart, limb by 
limb." She laughed in triumph. "They tortured Jimmy, my little Tasker, by tearing him apart, 
limb by limb. I want this one to suffer the same." 

Charger R/T ripped one arm from the Messenger, who shrieked in agony and begged for 
mercy, for forgiveness. 

Linda felt no mercy. No forgiveness. "One limb is not enough!" she screamed at Charger 
R/T. "They tortured me, too! They raped me, for hours and hours. Tear another piece off him!" 

Charger R/T grabbed the Messenger's leg and tore it off. 

“Please have mercy, beast,” the last sphere begged, as tears of pain filled its eyes. "Know 
that you cannot win, know that nothing will change." 

“Change is inevitable,” Charger R/T said, and continued tearing the sphere apart. When it 
was lifeless, he made it disappear from existence. 

When he turned to Linda, she had stepped back, her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide. 
"I'm the one who's a monster," she said. "Please forgive me!" 

He didn't bother replying. This human's emotions were pointless. 

And soon forgotten. Linda giggled. "Thank you! Now I'm going home to Barky and have a 
rest. Maybe I'll read some more history books. Maybe I'll write a book myself, about everything 
that happened to me in the last year. Have you ever written a book? Maybe you could help me, 
like you helped with the black spheres." 

Charger R/T opened his mouth, then closed it, scowling. Suddenly, he vanished from sight, 
bounced yet again to some other timeline in the universe. 

Linda blinked. He'd left her life as fast as he'd entered it. She shrugged, opened her internal 
system diary, and began to speak. She must record the finale of this adventure before she tried to 
find her way home, and before she forgot any of the details. After all, the blink system diary 
would be the basis of her book. 


x 


On Planet Crest, Tegra-Duran happened to be reading Linda's diary when she started giving 
her final report, and he shook his head in amazement. The woman was out of her mind, crazy, 


completely insane. It was impossible for Charger R/T to have disposed of the spheres. The 
monster was held captive in the time-lock, buried far below the statue in Eur. There was no way 
he could escape that. 

When Tegra had first heard her words, though, he was elated. He'd decided to blink to New 
Eden right away, but then reality set in. What was the point? Things wouldn't have changed, no 
matter what Linda said. She was nuts. 

Tegra pressed the call button for his assistant. "Nigel, get me a cup of coffee. And a 
painkiller. I have a headache." 

"At once, sir. Any news?" 

Tegra-Duran said, "Nothing. Just that woman, Linda, going completely out of her mind." 

Nigel returned with his coffee, gave him a sympathetic look, and went back to his own 
office. Tegra swallowed the capsule and stared out the window. Maybe he should blink to the 
world ship anyway, close enough to have a look. Just in case. 

He scowled down at his mug of coffee. Why bother? He'd just be in for another 
disappointment. Linda had done some amazing things to the spheres and, if they ever 
disappeared and he could get home to New Eden, he'd make sure she got a medal. And a pension 
and whatever else she wanted. But there was no way she could conjure up Charger R/T. It simply 
was not possible. 

Tegra picked up the latest report on the most important experiment he had ever run. But the 
words blurred in front of his eyes. 

"Oh, damn it all to hell! I'm going." 


Day 1 (March 14, 3630) 

People everywhere woke up under clear, blue skies and continued doing and thinking 
whatever they'd been doing and thinking three hundred and sixty-five days previously. When the 
spheres were wiped out of existence, their control of the nanorobots had also been destroyed, and 
these no longer influenced human thought and action. Humans were now truly awake, unaware 
of what had happened during the past year, and very confused by the media reports streaming in 
regarding large craters in various locations on the planet. The debris indicated that buildings had 
been destroyed, but since none of the locations had ever had buildings, the discoveries were 
darkly mysterious. 

Tegra-Duran had his hands full as he addressed these damage reports, but his appearance on 
monitors everywhere reassured people that his government would find an answer. He was 
placing the blame on the world laser system, for that was the most obvious answer to explain the 
destruction. For some unknown reason, the system seemed to have developed a flaw in its 
electrical system and thus had destroyed areas of the planet. It was secured and shut down for the 
people's safety until it could be checked and repaired. Society quickly accepted the story because 
it seemed reasonable. 

In a small back room off the president's office, Tegra-Duran reviewed Linda's blink system 
diary and video footage one last time before he destroyed his link. It was amazing how well she'd 
done, considering the power of the spheres. On his way from Crest, he had decided that, like the 
attack of the black spheres, this knowledge was too dangerous to reveal. In accordance with that 
decision, the first thing he did when he arrived on New Eden was to reset all electronic time 
pieces to show that no time had passed. After all, who in their right mind would believe they had 
actually missed a whole year of their lives? 

The second thing he did was to find Linda and reunite her with her dog, Barky, in her own 


apartment, along with a nurse to look after her and treat her wounds. She would very soon be 
diagnosed as insane and taken to live in the village of Clinton on an isolated island, where other 
people like her lived in relative freedom. As was done with other residents sent to the island, her 
blink system would be removed, thus preventing the publication of the book she was threatening 
to write. She'd be happy on the island, tinkering with electronics, and perhaps rescuing other 
animals. He'd make sure there were enough stray dogs around to keep her happy. 

It was for her own good, of course, and that would be made clear to her. But it might also be 
an essential step to preserve the "good" for New Eden and himself. If it had indeed been Charger 
R/T who destroyed the spheres, had the monster and Linda bonded? Did Linda still have access 
to R/T? If so, she had access to unlimited and uncontrolled power. Tegra tried to foresee what 
demands she might have. He was prepared to give her almost anything she wanted. She had to be 
kept happy and content, whatever the cost. 

Tegra rubbed the back of his neck and forced himself to relax. There was a third thing he 
wanted to do, but it could wait until a little later. He needed to find the gravity drive that Linda 
had dug out of the world ship and return it to the little planet. The black world wasn't being used 
now, but it might be needed in the future. 

Tegra-Duran leaned back, finally, and contemplated the future. Right now, New Eden and 
its people were safe, but the black god mass at the center of the galaxy might decide to attack 
because so many of its spheres had been destroyed. Though if the Taskers’ vast store of 
information proved correct, the god mass was so huge that the destruction of the spheres 
surrounding New Eden had been like killing off a few blood cells in a human body. Still, 
thousands had been sent to find just one missing sphere. How many would come seeking those 
thousands that had been destroyed? 

He wondered what would happen if Charger R/T really was free and had gone to the center 
of the galaxy to try destroying the main mass. It was a delightful and entertaining thought. But 
who knew what would happen with Charger R/T? Who knew if it was even the beast who had 
helped Linda? If it was actually Charger R/T that she'd seen, he could be anywhere, doing 
anything. Tegra was tempted to dig up the time-lock and see if the beast was still inside, but he 
dismissed the idea at once. Opening the time-lock was sure to precipitate a total disaster. 

No, he'd take the prudent course. He would eventually step down as president to devote all 
his time and resources to preparing the sciences for any future incursions from the spheres. One 
could be sure of little in this day and age, but the one thing he knew to be true was that they'd be 
back. With luck, and his perseverance, human technology would have advanced far enough to 
deal with such an incursion. 

Did Linda like chocolate cake, perhaps? He could get Gerdra to make her some. 


The End 
HHH 


Footnote 
The 1566 celestial phenomenon over Basel, Switzerland was a series of mass sightings of 
celestial phenomena. The Basel pamphlet of that date describes unusual sunrises and sunsets. 
Numerous red and black balls in the sky were said to have "fought" as the sun rose. In the 15th 
and 16th centuries, many leaflets wrote of "miracles" and "sky spectacles." 


» Gelgante geftale foindifen, M- D- LXVI- Gat. 
egenauffgang vin sage oar soe atn Himmel 
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The text of the broadsheet is translated as follows: 


It happened in 1566 three times, on 27 and 28 of July, and on August 7, against the sunrise 
and sunset; we saw strange shapes in the sky above Basel. During the year 1566, on the 27th of 
July, after the sun had shone warm on the clear, bright skies, and then around 9 pm, he suddenly 
took a different shape and color. First, the sun lost all its radiance and luster, and it was no bigger 
than the full moon, and finally it seemed to weep tears of blood and the air behind him went 
dark. And he was seen by all the people of the city and countryside. In much the same way also 
the moon, which has already been almost full and has shone through the night, assuming an 
almost blood-red color in the sky. The next day, Sunday, the sun rose at about six o'clock and 
slept with the same appearance it had when it was lying before. He lit the houses, streets and 
around as if everything was blood-red and fiery. At the dawn of August 7, we saw large black 
spheres coming and going with great speed and precipitation before the sun and chattered as if 
they led a fight. Many of them were fiery red and, soon crumbled and then extinguished. 
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About this book 


This science novella is neither a prequel nor a sequel to The Charger Chronicles. It is an 
"inquel," or a Story in the middle of a story, not affecting the main plot. 


Linda, an electrician in the 37th century, suffers severe electric shock on the job. When she 
comes to, the sky is black, every human on New Eden is unconscious, and she is alone. She 
doesn't know the planet is surrounded by black spheres, intent on avenging their brother, who 
they think was destroyed by humans a thousand years ago. Linda struggles against the ruthless 
spheres, fighting impossible odds, yet always finding new ways to combat the aliens. Desperate 
for someone to talk to, she keeps an online diary, and adopts a broken robot. Exhausted and 
battered, Lina's situation is critical when Charger R/T happens to turn up. Will Linda be able to 
use this unpredictable warrior to save New Eden and humanity from the invading spheres? 


